



























UNDERGROUND LITERATURE:  



















Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in English 
in the Graduate College of the  










 Professor Vicki Mahaffey, Chair 
 Associate Professor Eleanor Courtemanche 
 Associate Professor Andrew Gaedtke 
 Associate Professor Jim Hansen 
  
  




This dissertation compiles a varied archive of British and Irish “underground literature”; 
forgoing an encyclopedic documentation of underground spaces for a series of case studies of 
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century texts, it demonstrates how the unusual and unusually 
durable topoi of underground space acts as a proving ground for intersections of gender 
dynamics and national identities that, for a variety of reasons, are less common in non-
speculative environments. These texts span an impressive array of genres, including satire, 
utopia, science fiction, adventure and imperial romance, invasion fiction, and the Hollow Earth 
tradition. Chapter One identifies four modes working together to form the unique narrative 
resonances and affordances of fictional underground spaces: the scientific, the science fictional, 
the Gothic, and the utopian. The following chapter resituates the previously instrumentalized 
Norah Joyce as the central figure of Bram Stoker’s The Snake’s Pass (1890), bringing new 
complexity to portrayals and performances of gender in Stoker’s novel. My third chapter pairs 
H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine (1895) with his gaming books, Floor Games (1911) and Little 
Wars (1913); in it I offer an account of how the miniature and the underground work together to 
promote a masculinity that preserves itself through pacifist ideology, becoming a breeding 
ground and repository for not only Wells’s utopian projects and dreams of a global state, but for 
Britain’s fear of the rise of totalitarian politics. The fourth and final chapter reads Edward 
Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race (1871) alongside Land Under England (1935) by Irish author 
Joseph O’Neill, ultimately arguing that these works use the totalitarian potential of the 
underground as a warning against political systems that limit the progress and development of 
individuals and nations. 
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This dissertation compiles a varied archive of “underground literature” comprised of texts 
prominently featuring underground spaces. Forgoing an encyclopedic documentation of 
underground spaces for a series of case studies of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
texts, I demonstrate how the unusual and unusually durable topoi of underground space acts as a 
proving ground for intersections of gender dynamics and national identities that, for a variety of 
reasons, are less common in non-speculative environments. In the speculative space of the 
underground, the subjects of gender and national identity intersect in unexpected and innovative 
ways. These texts span an impressive array of genres, including satire, utopia, science fiction, 
adventure and imperial romance, invasion fiction, and the Hollow Earth tradition. I am primarily 
concerned with imagined underground spaces and their prevalence in popular fiction, rather than 
underground space constructed for human use – such as sewers, crypts, and the London 
Underground Railway – which have been well-documented and theorized in strictly historicist 
approaches to this literature. Taking its objects of study from a time period neither fully 
Victorian nor fully Modern, this dissertation belongs to an emerging body of scholarship that 
reassess the value of literary and historical periodization1. 
While the underground as both womb and tomb, the productive center of the Earth and a 
place to bury the dead and repress the frightening, is a compelling and often correct reading of 
underground space, I argue that the underground demands to be read more expansively in terms 
of its form, structure, and imagined physical content. To this end, the first chapter, “A prodigious 
                                                          
1 The V21 Collective (http://v21collective.org/) is, at the time of writing, one such group at the forefront of this 
scholarship. For further information, see the “V21 Forum on Strategic Presentism” (2016) in Victorian Studies, vol. 
59, no. 1, pp. 87-126. 
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Mass of Matter,” identifies four modes working together to form the unique narrative resonances 
and affordances of fictional underground spaces: the scientific, the science fictional, the Gothic, 
and the utopian. Addressing underground spaces in a variety of texts, including Sir Edmond 
Halley’s treatise on concentric spheres within the Earth and Charles Lyell’s Principles of 
Geology, as well as mythical and theological underground spaces, I demonstrate how these four 
modes provide the narrative conditions for reimagining national identity, progress, and 
modernity through gendered bodies. Finishing with a brief reading of the US novel Mizora 
(1880-1881), I illustrate how gender and national identity are intersecting, flexible constructs that 
shift in response to the modes discussed in this chapter.  
The following chapter, “‘Strong in Many Ways’: Mediated Female Agency and New 
Masculinity in Bram Stoker’s The Snake’s Pass (1890)” resituates the previously 
instrumentalized Norah Joyce as the novel’s central figure, bringing new complexity to 
portrayals and performances of gender in Stoker’s novel. Examining the relationship between 
underground space, gender, and national identity, I first discuss the centrality of bogs to Irish 
national identity and then illuminate how the central female character, Norah Joyce, recuperates 
gendered stereotypes levied at the Irish by the British. I argue that Stoker’s treatment of the bog 
forges an Irish identity rooted in pre- and non-colonial ideas of Ireland while still acknowledging 
Ireland’s colonial history and its role as an industrializing nation struggling toward independence 
from a colonial past and present. As a result, The Snake’s Pass portrays this forward-looking 
identity as necessarily female in order to counteract and recover Ireland’s history of colonial 
oppression and denigrating feminization at the hands of the British. 
Pairing H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine (1895) with his books on narrative-based games, 
Floor Games (1911) and Little Wars (1913), the third chapter offers an account of how the 
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miniature and the underground work together to promote a particular masculinity that preserves 
itself through pacifist ideology and ultimately becomes a breeding ground and repository for not 
only Wells’s utopian projects and dreams of a global state, but Britain’s fear of the rise of 
totalitarian politics. Here I demonstrate that the military and imperial consciousness that provides 
the foundation of British national identity in the long fin de siècle is performed through a 
carefully constructed masculinity depicted by invasion, underground space, and miniature 
wargames.  
The final chapter argues that imagined underground settings provide fictional spaces 
from which authors reimagine physical and political bodies to negotiate the threats posed by both 
democratic and totalitarian political systems to (masculine) individuality. This case study pairs 
two lesser-known novels featuring explorers who visit underground, anti-individualistic, anti-
democratic societies, British author Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race (1871) and Land 
Under England (1935) by Irish author Joseph O’Neill. Where Lytton’s novel is satirical and by 
turns warily admiring of the egalitarian underground it depicts, O’Neill’s is strongly opposed to 
what appears to be a dangerous, inhuman, underground totalitarian regime. These texts 
demonstrate the limits of hyper-masculinity and articulate the fears of what it means to be a 
“feminized” nation. This chapter argues for an understanding of the threat of totalitarian politics 
as persisting underground long after and far before their “historical” moment, thereby expanding 
possible political temporalities. Together, these chapters illustrate that imagined underground 
spaces are the embodiment of long active, ever-present, continually evolving politics. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 A “prodigious Mass of Matter”: 
an Overview of Underground Literature 
If we imagine going underground, we… retrace a journey that is one of the most enduring 
and powerful cultural traditions of humankind, a metaphorical journey of discovery 
through descent below the surface. (Rosalind Williams, Notes on the Underground, 8)  
 
Fictional underground spaces are arguably too plentiful to fully enumerate; they crop up 
in the literature of every time period, geographic region, and genre imaginable. In addition to the 
mythical and theological underworlds of Greek and Roman culture, the Christian hell, and the 
mythical kingdom of Shambhala, underground spaces appear in literature and science writing 
with startling regularity. Some of the more recognizable titles featuring underground spaces 
come from well-known authors. These include Edgar Allen Poe’s The Narrative of Arthur 
Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1838), in which a ship heads toward the South Pole only to be 
transported to an alternate location within the Earth inhabited by an “undiscovered” people, and 
Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth (1864, French; 1871, English), the many 
reinterpretations of which serve as a testament to the enduring popularity of underground stories. 
Scholars do not agree on precisely which of H. G. Wells’s works feature underground spaces, but 
will generally list the slightly less-popular When the Sleeper Wakes (1899) and The First Men in 
the Moon (1901), in addition to The Time Machine (1895) and The War of the Worlds (1897). 
Other underground worlds are less widely-recognized but have become more prominent as 
scholarship has sought to recover works by women authors. One such novel, discussed in brief at 
the end of this chapter, is Mizora (1880-1881) by American author Mary Elizabeth Bradley 
Lane; like Poe’s underground novel, Mizora features an underground world accessible by sea-
voyage mishap. Where contemporary literature is concerned, which is beyond the scope of this 
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dissertation, fans of young adult novels may be familiar with Suzanne Collins’s Underland 
Chronicles, which predates the Hunger Games trilogy and features a protagonist who finds 
himself in an unfamiliar underground space populated not only by a “lost race” of humans, but 
giant rats, spiders, and bats. If we expand the category of underground fictional spaces beyond 
fiction to include poetry, film, and videogaming, the list grows exponentially.  
Providing a new framework to approach the underground, this chapter identifies and 
explains the scientific, science fictional, utopian, and Gothic modes working in concert to form 
the unique narrative resonances and affordances of fictional underground spaces. In it, I 
demonstrate why the simultaneous activation of these various modes in fictional underground 
settings provides fertile ground for reimagining national identity, progress, and modernity 
through gendered bodies and, expose the limitations of masculinity and masculine bodies. The 
archive I present here illustrates the broad outlines of the unique genre of underground literature 
– a genre with its own goals, conventions, and outcomes – by providing key examples from each 
of the aforementioned modes and demonstrating how the points of contact between these modes 
characterize this genre. 
I am indebted in my identification of the four modes that constitute fictional underground 
spaces to Tom Hillard in his essay on Gothic nature, in which he advocates for “thinking of the 
Gothic as a literary mode rather than a genre [as it] enables readers…to trace the Gothic qualities 
found in representations of nature throughout history, whether those representations are found in 
Gothic fiction or not” (689). Further, I argue that literary representation of underground 
environments and the speculation about who and what lives there (and whether such beings 
might emerge to the surface), is not only Gothic in its structure, but evokes the Gothicism of 
nature itself: “What we call nature has long been a source of fear, danger, and contempt…it is 
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time to acknowledge that most of those premodern and even ancient fears still remain with us, 
albeit in different and sometimes disguised forms” (Hillard 692). The word mode is useful 
precisely because it is a flexible, nonspecific term that is applicable both inside and outside of 
literary contexts—as such, the generosity and capacity of the term allow us to separate the 
characteristics of genres (such as Gothic or science fiction) outside their generic conventions and 
observe the effects of those characteristics in other genres and on one another. In this chapter and 
throughout this dissertation, I think of not only the Gothic as a mode, but of the scientific, 
science fictional, and utopian as not genres but as modes whose qualities may be found both 
within and outside of the genre of the same name.  
These “core four” modes can and often do, of course, take place in fictional surface world 
settings, but simultaneous presence of all four in underground settings produces a different effect 
because the surface world is taken as default setting of most realistic and semi-realistic fiction—
it would be odd, indeed, to call Ulysses an “above ground novel.” The surface world is a 
naturalized part of daily human existence; we are accustomed to it. When observing these 
familiar modes at work in underground literature, it is perhaps best to think of such spaces, as 
Fitting argues, as “invoking not a world ‘under’ or ‘inside’ the Earth, but what might in science 
fiction be called a ‘parallel world’” (11).2 Such acts of speculation, as we will see, are common 
to the scientific and science fictional modes. Fictional underground spaces, in part because of the 
                                                          
2 From The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: “A parallel world is another universe situated "alongside" our own, 
displaced from it along a spatial fourth [d]imension (parallel worlds are often referred to in sf as ‘other dimensions’). 
Although whole universes may lie parallel in this sense, most stories focus on parallel Earths… The idea that other 
worlds lie parallel to our own and occasionally connect with it is one of the oldest speculative ideas in literature and 
legend; examples range from Fairyland to the "astral plane" of Spiritualists and mystics. There are two basic 
folkloristic themes connected with the notion; in one, an ordinary human is translocated into a fantasy land where 
s/he undergoes adventures and may find the love and fulfilment that remain beyond reach on Earth; in the other, a 
communication or visitation from the other world affects the life of an individual within this world, often injuring or 
destroying that person. Both patterns are very evident in modern imaginative fiction, shaping whole subgenres.”  
 
 
  7 
 
speculative nature of their associated modes, offer utopian alternatives of how current human 
experiences might be different under other ideologies and institutions. The underground setting 
of such fictional works not only heightens our sense of alienation but locates that alienation as 
something interior and integral to the place in which we live, making it an unavoidably Gothic 
space.  
 
Science and Science Fiction: Modes of Knowledge and Speculation 
The quest to encounter the underground – whether physically or industrially (through 
industrial or scientific enterprises such as paleontological excavation or mining), or 
imaginatively (through literature, mythology, or theology), is an act of speculation and a quest 
for a certain kind of knowledge. This combination of speculation and knowledge ties such quests 
to the related modes of science and science fiction. Rosalind Williams in Notes on the 
Underground, her outstanding study on the relationship of underground worlds to technological 
change, contends that the underground is inextricably associated with truth-seeking: 
Since the nineteenth century… excavation has served as a dominant metaphor for truth-
seeking. The assumptions that truth is found by digging, and that the deeper we go the 
closer we come to absolute truth, have become part of the intellectual air we breathe. In 
this respect scientific inquiry retains an aura of the mythological, since the heroic quest 
for scientific truth has the pattern of a descent into the underworld. If we shift from the 
metaphorical to the literal level, we still find mythological overtones to the scientific 
enterprise. (49) 
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Not only can we still see the specter of mythology backlighting scientific literature, scientific 
enterprises associated with underground spaces are inherently wed to mythic understandings of 
the underworld.  
I have not deemed mythology part of our “core four” because it is the shadow side3 of 
science insofar as myth, folklore, religion, and legend are gothically present within scientific 
disciplines, particularly in the time periods under consideration in this dissertation. James 
Secord’s introduction to Lyell’s Principles of Geology characterizes geology as not an anti-
theological discipline, but an anti-scriptural discipline, thus redefining the role of belief in both 
science and theology: 
The Principles, in offering new proofs of divine power and goodness, had distanced 
geology from scriptural exegesis, miracles, and creation – not from all theology. At the 
same time, though, it cut away supports that science had traditionally provided for belief. 
In the Principles the rock of faith rested solely on God’s maintenance of the economy of 
nature and on the status of humans as moral. (xxix-xxx)   
Imagined underground spaces have long been part of worldwide mythology, folklore, 
legend, and religion. In Western literature in particular, the underworld is the destination of a 
journey. Michael Thurston’s study, The Underworld in Twentieth-Century Poetry, posits, “[t]he 
Underworld descent tradition actually conflates two narrative topoi—the nekuia, in which the 
shades of the dead are invoked and confronted, and the katabasis, in which the protagonist 
actually enters (literally ‘goes down’ into) the Underworld” (2). There are several Greek and 
Roman stories that fit this form, including the journeys of Odysseus, Hercules, Persephone, 
                                                          
3 From “Jung’s Theory of Personality”: “the shadow - the animal instincts that humans have inherited in their 
evolution from lower life forms and that may be manifested as recognition of original sin, the devil, or an enemy.” 
While the idea of myth, folklore, legend, and religion as associated with lower life forms may not be entirely 
applicable here, the idea that they are inherited and latently present within scientific disciplines is.  
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Orpheus, and Aeneas. Later this underground journey would transmute into the Christian 
tradition, which would incorporate social critique: “The katabasis recurs in a wide range of 
apocalyptic and vision literature from the first century through the middle ages, gaining through 
these retellings many of the details that have come to seem compulsory, many of which relate to 
the project of cultural critique” (Thurston 6). These include the Apocalypse of Peter4 and the 
Apocalypse of Paul “in which appear descriptions of Hell and the torments of sinners that not 
only seem to follow the punishments described in the Aeneid but also already resemble scenes 
that show up in Dante’s Inferno a thousand years later” (Thurston 7). Not only is the katabasis 
the recounting of a descent, but it is also a vehicle for cultural critique, often on the descent of 
humanity.5  
While the modes that are the focus of this chapter work together in differing proportions 
across cases, nearly every text that can be considered underground literature focuses not on the 
interiority of the characters which populate them, but on the systems and structures they present, 
critique, and/or destroy. I propose that underground literature presents these systems and 
structures using one of two narratives: 1) the journey underground and/or the presentation of an 
underground setting; or, 2) the emergence of an underground creature or creatures to the surface 
world. I argue that even in a text featuring no underground journey, the presence of the 
                                                          
4 From Britannica Academic: “Apocalypse of Peter, also called Revelation to Peter, pseudepigraphal (noncanonical 
and unauthentic) Christian writing dating from the first half of the 2nd century ad. The unknown author, who 
claimed to be Peter the Apostle, relied on the canonical Gospels and on Revelation to John to construct a 
conversation between himself and Jesus regarding events at the end of the world. Unlike Revelation to John, 
however, the Apocalypse of Peter dwells on eternal rewards and punishments. The graphic account of the torments 
to be borne by sinful men was apparently borrowed from Orphic and Pythagorean religious texts, thereby 
introducing pagan ideas of heaven and hell into Christian literature. The most complete extant version (in Ethiopic) 
was discovered in 1910.”  
 
5 Chapter Four of this dissertation, which discusses Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s The Coming Race and Joseph 
O’Neill’s Land Under England, illustrates how underground utopias incorporate elements of apocalypse and the 
Gothic to launch a critique of political systems. 
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underground still retains the stories, resonances, and associations present in the katabasis; 
therefore, when an underground creature or object moves from the interior of the Earth to its 
surface, that creature or object is imbued with the characteristics of underground spaces. The 
underground is a sticky space6. I propose that a journey from the interior of the Earth to its 
surface constitutes another narrative topoi – an anabasis, or “going up”; in such a journey, the 
presence of the underground in the surface world forces the surface world to reckon with the fact 
that it is never free from the influence of the underground.7 While my proposal of these two 
standard types of underground narratives differs from that offered by Peter Fitting in 
Subterranean Worlds, I heartily agree with his observation that “the discovery of a hidden or lost 
civilization inside the Earth is an opportunity to describe some other society as a way of 
critiquing one’s own and imagining an alternative to it” (12).8 
In 1692 Astronomer Royal Edmond Halley published An Account of the cause of the 
Change of the Variation of the Magnetical Needle; with an Hypothesis of the Structure of the 
Internal parts of the Earth; as it was proposed to the Royal Society in one of their late Meetings; 
this treatise gathered together the subject of three lectures that he had delivered to the London 
Royal Society in the previous year, proposing a theory that would expand the understanding of 
                                                          
6 Sara Ahmed argues in The Cultural Politics of Emotion that objects become affectively sticky “as sites of personal 
and social tension” (11); here I borrow her phrasing to suggest that the underground acts as a sticky environment, 
bringing with it into the surface world the social tensions it normally keeps away from this more naturalized 
landscape.  
 
7 Chapter Two of this dissertation explores Bram Stoker’s The Snake’s Pass (1890) in this context.  
 
8 Fitting’s study, which anthologizes selections from works featuring subterranean spaces in Western literature 
1721-1864, identifies three categories of hollow and inner-Earth settings: 1) the “‘holes at the poles’ version of the 
hollow-Earth theory”; 2) an underground setting of “one or more immense caverns in [the Earth’s] crust, or a fully 
hollow Earth” (the Swiss Cheese vs. gourd theory); and 3) not a hollow Earth as such, but a “subterranean passage” 
(8-9). Rosalind Williams also identifies categories of underground stories; those in which the underground is 
“discovered through chance” and those in which “an underground is constructed (or a natural underworld is vastly 
enlarged) through deliberate choice” (10). Her classification focuses on the form of relation between the human and 
the underground while Fitting’s focuses on the (imagined) physical structure of the underground setting.  
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underground space and inner Earth in popular consciousness from mythical and theological 
frameworks to include scientific bases. To explain magnetic disparities, Halley’s theory “plac[es] 
another sphere, with its own magnetic poles, turning slowly” within the Earth (Standish 30). This 
inner sphere is surrounded by “a moving internal substance” that is “detached from the external 
parts of the Earth” (qtd. in Standish 29). This model of an Earth within Earth would remain 
popular in scientific and pseudo-scientific circles for hundreds of years and earn Halley credit as 
the founder of Hollow Earth theory which, as we will see, is an enduring concept in the scientific 
and science fictional modes. 
 
Figure 1: An illustration from Kircher’s Mundus subterraneus (1665) which pictures a cross-section of the Earth and 
includes personified winds, cold water channels, and inner and outer heat sources. (System of subterranean fires)  
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Halley was influenced by German Jesuit scholar and polymath Athanasius Kircher’s 
Mundus subterraneus (1665), “something of a best seller in scientific circles—a work that Halley 
and the other Royal Society fellows would have known intimately,” that included some of the 
earliest illustrated cross-sections “attempting to suggest in a scientific way” the mechanisms by 
which the Earth’s interior functioned (Standish 22-3).9 In this work, Kircher proposed that icy 
cold seawater circulated across the globe, entering the Hollow Earth at the North Pole and, 
“percolated southward through the earth’s interior, heated by a central fire (provided by 
alchemical cosmic rays) and emerged on the surface, comfy as bathwater, at the South Pole” 
(Standish 24). According to Fitting, Mundus “was intended to serve as a refutation of alchemy as 
well as a general overview of the new sciences” (5); it is, as we might say after Rosalind 
Williams, a truth-seeking text – the metaphor of going underground in order to discover a “truth” 
is fully alive in the generic conventions of Mundus. Journalist David Standish’s thorough 
genealogy of the Hollow Earth tradition describes Mundus as a lengthy and exhaustive tome 
which united “everything that was known about geography and geology, along with discourses 
on… underworld giants, dragons, and demons; the spontaneous generation of insects from dung; 
mining and metallurgy… poisons, astrology, alchemy, fossil, herbs, weather, gravity, the sun and 
the moon, eclipses, and fireworks” (22-23). With this wide inclusion of subjects, it is little 
surprise that not only would Kircher’s work influence Halley’s quest to develop the Hollow 
Earth theory to explain the nuances of the Earth’s magnetic poles, but that Kircher’s proposal 
that the poles were permeable and that the North provided a “shortcut” to the South would also 
recur in notable later works of fiction with temperate South Poles, such as Poe’s The Narrative of 
Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1838) and James De Mille’s A Strange Manuscript Found in a 
                                                          
9 See fig. 1 for one such illustration. 
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Copper Cylinder (1888). Additionally, Kircher’s watery interior would influence Jules Verne in 
his depiction of the journey inside the Earth’s interior taken by Professor Lidenbrock, Axel, and 
Hans in A Journey to the Center of the Earth (1864). Kircher argues it is not just the element 
water that drives the mechanisms of the Earth; instead of proposing that the Earth is hollow, he 
hypothesizes that earth, fire, water, and air worked in tandem within the Earth itself as opposed 
to merely on the surface, as it might be observed. His model, pictured below in fig. 1, suggests 
that the composition of the inner Earth, if not a replica of the known world, is a reflection of it.  
One of the most imaginative facets of Halley’s model is that the inner sphere of the Earth 
is likely populated by life forms – a facet he proposes because of Christian theology: “Since we 
see all the parts of the Creation abound with Animate Beings…[w]hy then should we think it 
strange that the prodigious Mass of Matter, whereof this Globe does consist, should be capable 
of some other improvement than barely to serve to support its Surface?” (qtd. in Standish 32). 
Even more interesting to our investigation of underground literature is Halley’s conjecture, based 
on literary analysis, that there is a light source like the sun within the Earth’s inner sphere. 
Halley’s Account offers readings of the Aeneid and Claudian’s The Rape of Proserpine, both of 
which give accounts of illuminated underground landscapes, as evidence for his proposal of a 
sphere inside of our Earth (Standish 33). While the speculative elements of Halley’s proposal of 
a habitable inner Earth may seem far-fetched and reminiscent of contemporary conspiracy 
theories, it was among the first published scientific hypotheses to draw directly on work from Sir 
Isaac Newton’s Philosohiae naturalis prinicipia mathematica, “which Halley had helped bring to 
publication in 1687” (Standish 15). As evidence for Halley’s own commitment to his Hollow 
Earth hypothesis, Standish describes Halley’s last portrait in which he holds a diagram of the 
Hollow Earth: “Of the hundreds of projects he’d involved himself in, with accolades given to his 
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work in dozens of areas, he remained fond and proud enough of his hollow earth theory to have 
it memorialized in what he must have expected would be the last official portrait done of him” 
(36). Halley’s standing within the scientific community gave his model of underground space 
within the Earth the credibility and intrigue that would nurture speculation about underground 
spaces and their ability to support life for centuries to come. 
Another key figure in the history of how Hollow Earth theory enters the popular 
consciousness and cements the habitable underground as a literary phenomenon is John Cleves 
Symmes Jr. Rosalind Williams describes Symmes as “an eccentric officer in the U. S. infantry, 
[who] theorized that the earth consists of five hollow concentric spheres… habitable on both 
their convex and concave surfaces…” (12). Like Halley’s Account, Symmes’s theory of a 
habitable hollow Earth straddles the scientific and science fictional modes, while expanding the 
idea to suggest that not only was the inner Earth habitable, but colonizable. “Despite evidence of 
the earth’s density, this theory received considerable attention when in 1823 Symmes petitioned 
Congress to sponsor an Antarctic expedition to search for the polar opening” (Williams 12). 
Symmes described his theory in the circular seen below in fig. 2 and “sent copies to ‘each 
notable foreign government, reigning prince, legislature, city, college, and philosophical society 
quite around the earth’ (and he included with this circular a certificate of his sanity!)” (Fitting 
95). 10 
One of the more interesting aspects of Symmes’s “holes at the poles” theory is his offer 
to lead an expedition to the Earth’s interior and claim the lands therein in the name of the United 
                                                          
10 According to Britain, Representation, and Nineteenth-Century History (BRANCH): Symmes, John Cleves. 
“Letter to Messrs. Gales and Seaton.” The National Intelligencer 18 (January 1819). “Hollow Earth Theory.” 
Oliver’s Bookshelf. Web. 24 May 2007. 
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States. This offer married Hollow Earth theory to Manifest Destiny and marked fictional 
underground spaces as popular settings to connote foreignness and otherness. 
 
Figure 2: An image of John Cleves Symmes Jr.’s declaration of a hollow and habitable Earth and his request for a 
team of companions to assist him in patronizing the underground lands. (“Symmes’ Circular No. 1.”) 
 
As Standish explains, “now that formerly remote, unknown corners of the earth were becoming 
less believable as settings the more they were explored and reported upon” (187). With Symmes, 
Hollow Earth theory inarguably enters the mode of science fiction. David Seed in his Very Short 
Introduction on the subject credits Symmes as a foundational figure in the landscape of Hollow 
Earth narratives: “Although the concept had been used earlier for fantasy or satirical purposes, 
hollow Earth narratives developed in the late 19th century as a separate subgenre partly out of the 
theories of John Cleves Symmes Jr.” (8). Symmes’s “lasting contribution was not to scientific 
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fact but to literary imagination” (Williams 13). Symmes’s model of underground space forms the 
basis of two texts, the novel Symzoniza: Voyage of Discovery (1820) and the treatise Symmes’s 
Theory of Concentric Spheres (1826). 11, 12 In Symzonia, Captain Adam Seaborn’s goal in 
exploring the inner Earth is “pragmatic, useful, and filled with the potential for profit” (Standish 
187). Peter Fitting identifies Symzonia as “archetypal hollow-Earth fiction… it is an exposition of 
a theory of the hollow Earth; a proto science fiction work, a fantastic imaginary voyage with new 
technologies and a more advanced civilization; and a description of a society that, in its calm 
perfection, can be seen as one of the earliest American utopias” (97). Symmes yoked speculation 
about the inner Earth with ideas about real-world national expansion and economy; a pairing that 
still has cultural effects today: “In 1836 the United States Congress passed a bill establishing… 
the first and most famous American naval scientific exploration the ‘United States Exploring 
Expedition,’ which lasted from 1838 to 1842 and which led to the establishment of… the 
Smithsonian Institution—to house the more than 50,000 specimens collected” (Fitting 4). 
Symmes’s Hollow Earth contribution is unique for bringing to the underground the ideas of 
economic profit and Western expansion. 
 
                                                          
11 Both Seed and Standish note that though Symzonia was published under the name Captain Adam Seaborn, it is 
likely authored by Symmes himself. Symmes’s Theory was written by Symmes’s friend and author James McBride, 
who also published a biography of Ohio settlers – another interesting link between Symmes’s work and colonial 
expansion. Ultimately, I agree with Peter Fitting’s assessment that “the question of the authorship of Symzonia is 
finally not very important to the reading of the novel… On the other hand, the question of whether it is primarily a 
‘satiric fantasy; or an early utopian novel that attempts to flesh out Symmes’s theory” does seem essential” (103).  
 
12 According to Peter Fitting: “Symmes himself wrote only petitions, letters, and short briefs, but his theories have 
been summarized by some of his followers, most notably James McBride (Symmes’s Theory of Concentric Spheres 
1826), Jeremiah Reynolds (Remarks on a Review of Symmes’ Theory, 1827), and P. Clark, based on his notes 
following some lectures by Symmes at Union College in 1826-1827… Later his various circulars and petitions were 
assembled by his son Americus as The Symmes Theory of Concentric Spheres, Demonstrating that the Earth is 
Hollow, Habitable Within and Widely Open about the Poles (1878)” (96).  
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Gothic and Utopian: Modes of Temporality 
The Gothic is an incredibly useful mode in discussing underground spaces, particularly 
because it is concerned with progress and modernization – also making it a well-suited partner to 
the science, science fiction, and utopian modes. Journeys to and, I would argue, from the 
underground are, according to Thurston, “a topos at once ancient and actively present” (2). 
While the Gothic mode can be characterized as an eruption of the past into the present (or an 
interruption of the present by the past), it is also a future-oriented mode precisely because these 
interruptions and eruptions pose versions of the question how can the present moment both 
contend with and incorporate its past in order to successfully move forward? Gothic literature 
grapples with “depictions of excessive, socially reprehensible phenomena [because] it relegates 
them to a time long ago and a place far away” but “of course, the persistent attraction of the 
Gothic is precisely the fact that those things do still happen” (Hillard 690). The Gothic is a mode 
of temporal disruption; it does not conform to linear time or linear narrative; arguably, the other 
three modes identified in this chapter operate similarly but from a different temporal standpoint.  
Like the modes previously discussed, the Gothic operates as mode rather than genre when 
Gothic elements appear in what are not generally considered to be Gothic texts. For example, the 
full title of Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1830-1833) is alive to the Gothic mode 
insofar as it evokes processes which may seem to be in the past but are, in fact, ongoing – 
Principles of Geology, being an attempt to explain the former changes of the Earth’s surface, by 
reference to causes now in operation. Lyell’s comparison of geology (a nascent discipline at the 
time of his composition) to history further illuminates the Gothic quality of geology:  
As the present condition of nations is the result of many antecedent changes, some 
extremely remote and others recent, some gradual, others sudden and violent, so the 
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state of the natural world is the result of a long succession of events, and if we would 
enlarge our experience of the present economy of nature, we must investigate the effects 
of her operations in former epochs. (5) 
Lyell’s description of both history and geology as a series of embedded and therefore still 
influential events and their consequences gothicizes the physical forces that shape both the Earth 
and the story of humanity precisely because such events are imperceptible except when viewed 
in a longer temporal scale.  
Sigmund Freud’s concept of repression, one which he revisited frequently over the course 
of his career, is a useful, if limited, psychoanalytic analog of the Gothic mode. In an early lecture 
on repression, Freud argues that repressed wishful impulses exist within the unconscious, “on the 
look out for an opportunity of being activated, and when that happens it succeeds in sending into 
consciousness a disguised and unrecognizable substitute for what has been repressed, and to this 
[substitute] there soon become attached the same feelings of unpleasure which it was hoped had 
been saved by the repression” (Five Lectures 26). Underground narratives featuring an anabasis 
and/or narratives in which an underground creature emerges to the surface world are the most 
straightforward examples of the intersection of repression and the Gothic mode. We might also 
consider, however, how repression, metaphorical thinking about identity, and the underground 
can be gothicized in local and political ways. Take, for instance, the sídhe; Peter Berresford 
Ellis’s Dictionary of Irish Mythology explains that sídhe is the word for the mounds and hills that 
became the dwellings of “the gods of the pre-Christian Irish who inhabited the land before the 
coming of the Milesians” and after their defeat, “the ancient gods, thus driven underground, were 
relegated in folk memory to fairies, aes sídhe, the people of the hills” (245-246; 209). Richard J. 
Finneran identifies an even more insidious political motive in sending these ancient gods 
  19 
 
underground: Tuatha Dé Danaan (who are often metonymically called ‘the sídhe’) means “the 
people of the goddess Dana or Danu… [and it] was the name assigned to the Irish pagan gods by 
learned Christians to reduce their status by including them among the early settlers of Ireland 
Dana/Danu was the mother of the gods” (465n8). The sídhe occupy, as Kathleen Heininge 
identifies, Homi Bhabha’s “‘elliptical in-between, where the shadow of the other falls upon the 
self’—where Ireland strives for its own cultural identity” (103). The tension of pre-Christian and 
Christian Ireland and, by extension, pre-colonial and colonial Ireland, is preserved in this very 
specific underground space and the beings believed to populate it. W. B. Yeats, in his notes on 
“The Hosting of the Sidhe” from The Wind Among the Reeds (1899), explains that these 
supernatural beings are believed to “still ride the country as of old.” Further, he writes, “Sidhe is 
also Gaelic for wind, and certainly the Sidhe have much to do with the wind…When old country 
people see the leaves whirling on the road they bless themselves because they believe the Sidhe 
to be passing by” (454). The underground has, in literary history – across temporal and 
geographic boundaries, been a site for complex ideas about cultural identity and how cultural 
identity is deployed as a political tool. 
In addition to repression, sublimity is a common counterpart to the Gothic mode. 
Rosalind Williams refers to Edmund Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our 
Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757, 1759) in which Burke argues that experience of the 
sublime connects “pain and fear, but not too closely; it is defined by nervous tension, but not too 
much; it depends on danger but only theoretical danger. Sublimity celebrates ambivalence” (85). 
Burke’s description of qualities most likely to arouse the sensations of encountering the sublime 
include: “power, deprivation, vacuity, solitude, silence, great dimensions (particularly vastness in 
depth), infinity, magnificence, and finally obscurity (because mystery and uncertainty arouse fear 
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and dread) … Thus, subterranean environments, being at once dark, deep, and deprived, are ideal 
examples of sublimity in nature” (85-86). Encounters with the sublime occur in the Gothic mode 
when the tension between the known and the unknown is revealed to have always already been 
in play, not consigned to distant times and spaces.  
If the Gothic mode is concerned with the persistence of distant times and spaces, the 
utopian mode makes a natural companion because of its future-orientation. Again, the flexibility 
of the term mode means that while texts that might fall under the various definitions of the 
utopian genre may be functioning in the utopian mode, so do texts that might traditionally fall 
outside of that genre. “Darko Suvin has defined the literary utopia as a ‘historically alternative 
wishful construct’ (his emphasis) which is closely related to science fiction as a kindred genre 
and which should be addressed as a verbal construction and not as some kind of transparent 
account of another place” (Seed, Science Fiction 73). Seed argues that emphasizing the shared 
traits of utopias and science fiction—or in our case, the utopian and science fictional modes—“is 
helpful since they constantly overlap and their separation has less to do with conceptual rigour 
than with academic reluctance to devote serious critical attention to science fiction, now happily 
a prejudice of the past” (73). The discursive quality of the utopian mode enlivens texts and 
cultural objects with the ‘historically alternative wishful construct’ Suvin identifies. “Utopias 
are,” as Carol Kessler submits, “spiritual guides, demonstrations of values, experiences of 
societies that while not perfect are in some ways better than our own” (5). Consider the well-
known conclusion to Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, which presents a utopian 
version of humankind’s evolution—a humanity in some way better than our own: 
(BQ} We can so far take a prophetic glance into futurity as to foretell that it will be the 
common and widely-spread species, belonging to the larger and dominant groups, which 
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will ultimately prevail and procreated new and dominant species… And as natural 
selection works solely by and for the good of each being, all corporeal and mental 
endowments will tend to progress toward perfection. (359-360) 
Progress as a concept may appear to be fully future-oriented and yet it is dependent upon past 
and current conditions which remain gothically embedded within itself; as Fredric Jameson 
claims of utopian works in Archaeologies of the Future, “the individual text carries with it the 
whole tradition” (2). If the utopian mode imagines that which is otherwise, it must do so by 
gothically excavating and elaborating upon that which is ‘thiswise.’  
The question of whether a utopian text or a text operating in the utopian mode works, 
whether the world it represents is feasible or the progress it depicts is realistic, misses the ways 
in which such texts build future worlds from current and past conditions. Jameson claims “the 
best utopias are those that fail the most comprehensively” (xiii). The utopian mode’s potential 
for futurity lies in its self-generating capacity, not in its success: “in the case of utopian texts, the 
most reliable political test lies not in any judgement on the individual work in question so much 
as in its capacity to generate new ones, utopian visions that include those of the past and modify 
or correct them” (xv). The futurity of the utopian mode is its most discursively meaningful 
offering in underground spaces.  
 
“Progress toward perfection”: Underground Visibility, 1871-1935 
 In the development of new technologies, we see a combination of the Gothic, utopian, 
scientific, and science fictional modes. New technologies, often the result of scientific 
innovation, respond to current and past conditions, incorporating them into their functions. As 
David Seed acknowledges, “Technology has repeatedly been associated with the future by SF, 
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but it does not follow that the fiction is therefore about the future” (Science Fiction 1). “It is 
helpful,” Seed continues, “to think of an SF narrative as an embodied thought experiment 
whereby aspects of our familiar reality are transformed or suspended” (2). If science fiction is a 
gothically embodied experiment – a literary experiment which depends upon non-future 
conditions embedded within an imagined future or time alternative to the present – it is also a 
utopian experiment embedded and embodied within the Earth itself: “More than any other 
literary mode, science fiction is closely associated with the future, in other words with time 
under its different aspects. It is above all a literature of change, and change by definition implies 
that the present is perceived in relation to perceptions of the past and expectations of the future 
which shape that present” (Seed, Science Fiction 97). Rosalind Williams argues that literary 
underworlds are responses to and visions of technological changes:  
Since the nineteenth century… [s]ubterranean surroundings, whether real or imaginary, 
furnish a model of an artificial environment from which nature has been effectively 
banished. Human beings who live underground must use mechanical devices to provide 
the necessities of life…Nature provides only the space. The underworld setting therefore 
takes to an extreme the displacement of the natural environment by a technological one. 
It hypothesizes human life in a manufactured world. (4) 
While not every underground space or creature may be overtly associated with technology, 
because the underground is to some degree utopian it, like technology, is concerned with futurity 
and progress. The underground as a space of industrial development overlaps with its 
mythological, Christian, and literary registers. As Williams observes, John Martin’s illustration 
of Pandemonium (1827), Satan’s underworld city in Milton’s Paradise Lost “resembles the 
stepped landscape of a Welsh slate quarry, and the details of the city itself echo images of mines, 
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of the underground vaults below the London docks, and of canal tunnels” (66-68). Notably, as 
figs. 3 and 4 demonstrate, this illustration was used by Wesleyan University Press on the cover 




Figure 3 (left): A slate quarry in Bethesda, Wales ca. 1890-1900 (Slate quarries). Figure 4 (right): Cover of 
Wesleyan UP’s The Coming Race published in 2005, featuring John Martin’s illustration of John Milton’s 
Pandemonium (1826). 
  
Encounters with underground spaces in the nineteenth century became associated in popular 
consciousness with not just scientific, but economic progress: 
Between the late 1700s and early 1900s, the ground of Britain and Europe was dug up to 
lay the foundations of a new society… workers sinking picks into the soil, city streets 
slashed down the middle, whole industrial regions turned into minelike terrains. These 
were, simultaneously, images of social and technological upheaval. In the cultural 
language of imagery, the middle classes began to establish connections between the new 
technological infrastructure and the new structures of society and consciousness. 
Subterranean iconography connects the historical experience of excavation and the 
literary interpretation of underworlds as technological environments. (Williams 81) 
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Underground space, especially in the nineteenth century, was visible as a space of invention and 
change. Shortly thereafter, WWI played a role in marking the underground as a space of warfare 
as well, bringing to reality militaristic encounters that previously only existed in fiction. Poets 
like Robert Graves and Wilfred Owen “not only endured subterranean lives in trenches and 
dugouts on the Front, but they also brought to these experiences their knowledge of mines, 
sewers, and underground railways, their reading of classical and medieval texts” (Thurston 16). 
WWII amplified military associations with underground space, but with decidedly ominous 
notions of the underground as a gothic hotbed of latent Nazi activity: “the idea of a vast 
subterranean world is still alive…in fiction and in various New Age writings, and also – perhaps 
in a more sinister form—in the works of Holocaust deniers such as Ernst Zundel” (Fitting 3). 13, 
14 The confluence of the four modes that are the focus of this chapter lend not only depth to our 
understanding of literary underground spaces, but bring to the surface the literary associations of 
lived underground spaces, such as mines, trenches, and the London Underground railway.  
 
Underground Modes, Gender, and National Identity 
I will end this overview of underground spaces by demonstrating the special affordances 
the Gothic, utopian, scientific, and science fictional modes bring to alternative gender and 
national identity constructs; to do so, I turn to an example given in this chapter’s opening, the 
American novel Mizora (1880-1881) by Mary Elizabeth Bradley Lane.  
                                                          
13 Zundel, a German-born publisher of holocaust denial literature since the 1970s, would later use the Internet “to 
circumvent increasingly stringent European legislation designed to punish neo-Nazi propagandists and Holocaust 
deniers” (Wistrich 18).  
 
14 For further information, on the associations between underground spaces, holocaust denial, and Nazism, see The 
Nizkor Project an online resource dedicated, among other things, “To monitor[ing] the falsehoods, half-truths, and 
misinformation distributed via the Internet and other media by individuals and organizations that are fascist 
(including Nazi or neo-Nazi), racist, antisemitic, and/or that dishonestly and/or flagrantly reject established 
historical fact about the Nazi Holocaust.” 
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The protagonist of Mizora is Vera Zarovitch, “a Russian aristocrat exiled for supporting 
female protestors against the Czar” (Broad 248). In this “first portrait of an all-female, self-
sufficient society,” Vera finds herself in the underground nation Mizora by way of an uncharted 
passage from the sea to the inner Earth. (Saberhagen vi). 15 Mizora is an all-women civilization 
whose citizens procreate independently from men, worship the union of nature and science as 
god, communicate by videophone, and accomplish housework with the aid of a dishwashing 
machine and an invention that today’s readers will find curiously close to the Roomba®.16 As 
argued earlier in this chapter, the underground has, since antiquity, been consistently associated 
with the search for truth and deployed in literature as a platform for social critique; to this end, 
Lane’s novel functions as a veiled critique of Ulysses S. Grant’s presidency and an indictment of 
Western women’s limited opportunities and social burdens in the late nineteenth century 
(Saberhagen vi). However, as Katherine Broad argues, Lane’s “radical feminist refashioning of 
women’s roles and conservative experiment in social control…offers only limited 
reconfigurations of nineteenth-century sex and gender roles and reproduces racist ideology” 
(247). The shortcomings of Lane’s (proto)feminism and her treatment of race do not, however, 
make the text any less of a useful example.  
Upon arriving in Mizora, Vera sees only blonde women and female children; confused, 
she asks after the whereabouts of the men, but her Mizoran companion “professed never to have 
heard of such beings… ‘Perhaps it is some extinct animal’” (29). Vera asks the Preceptress, her 
guide in the underground nation, what has become of the dark-haired, dark-skinned peoples and 
their descendants who were said to have once lived in Mizora, and the Preceptress responds 
                                                          
15 For further context on this novel and its author, see Saberhagen’s introduction to Mizora (U Nebraska Press, 
1999) and Jean Pfaelzer’s introduction to Mizora: A prophecy (Syracuse UP, 2000).  
16 Visiting a Mizoran household, Vera notices “a little machine, with brushes and sponges, attached, going over the 
floor at a swift rate, scouring and sponging dry as it went” (44). 
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“‘They became extinct thousands of years ago’”; the dark-skinned Mizorans themselves were 
“eliminated,” according to the Preceptress (93, 92). The men, too, seem to have been subject to 
the same fate: “There are none…the race became extinct three thousand years ago” (93). Jean 
Saberhagen acknowledges in her introduction to the novel that “‘eliminated’ may mean allowed 
to leave no progeny rather than killed—either interpretation is possible,” but the imprecision of 
the Preceptress’s response does little to relieve the threat of violence and eugenic control that 
appears to be undergirding the underground nation. Exactly how a reader is meant to interpret 
this eugenic experiment is unclear; as Saberhagen notes, “Vera herself is assigned many qualities 
considered undesirable in Mizoran society. She is dark, she has been married, and she has a son” 
(x). The Mizorans “believe that the highest excellence of moral and mental character is alone 
attainable by a fair race. The elements of evil belong to the dark race” (Lane 92). The palpable 
utopian contours of this belief, along with Mizorans’ scientific achievements, reads as a bleak 
interpretation of Charles Darwin’s progress toward perfection; as the Preceptress explains, “it is 
the duty of every generation to prepare the way for a higher development of the next, as we see 
demonstrated by Nature in the fossilized remains of long extinct animal life. A preparatory 
condition for a higher form in the next evolution” (104). As Broad explains, “To improve the 
nation, the women of Mizora…eliminate all aspects of degeneracy from society, including but 
not limited to men” (Broad 251). In Mizora, eugenics and progress are used in shaping the 
gender and nation that the Mizorans desire.  
In the underground setting of Mizora, the Gothic and utopian modes work in concert to 
give rights and opportunities to women, but ultimately replicate and recapitulate the same control 
over women’s bodies utilized by the patriarchal society they initially sought to escape in the 
construction of their utopia; the scientific and science fictional modes give the Mizorans the 
  27 
 
technological achievements that allow them to achieve this “ideal” existence. Ultimately, as 
Katherine Broad argues, “Parthenogenesis releases women from prescribed gender roles as wives 
and mothers, but it continues to curb women’s autonomy by citing women as bearers of a 
glorified social purity…this liberation obscures the extent to which the female body remains, and 
is in fact further stabilized, as the site of child rearing in the name of the ideal state” (Broad 251). 
Gender and national identity are unfixed and responsive constructs which shift in accordance 
with the limitations around them, narrative or otherwise; they are therefore excellent vehicles for 
observing the unique points of contact between the scientific, science fictional, Gothic, and 
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CHAPTER TWO 
“Strong in Many Ways”: 
Mediated Female Agency and New Masculinity in Bram Stoker’s The Snake’s Pass (1890) 
 
In his autobiographical work, Personal Reminiscences of Henry Irving (1906), Bram 
Stoker connects physical strength, intellectual fortitude, and emotional expressiveness with 
manliness and masculinity. Stoker recounts how he had reacted strongly, violently, and 
physically to a performance of Henry Irving’s. Although, by his own account, he “burst out into 
something like a violent fit of hysterics,” Stoker holds that he was “no hysterical subject…no 
weak individual, yielding to a superior emotional force. I was as men go a strong man – strong in 
many ways” (PR 20). Stoker explains that as a child he “had known much illness” and, until age 
seven, “never knew what it was to stand upright,” yet thirteen years later he was named Athletic 
Champion at Dublin University (PR 20). Joseph Valente theorizes that this illness provided the 
foundations for Stoker’s understanding of racial and national identities:  
During his long childhood convalescence…Stoker’s Anglo identifications and 
accompanying sense of racial entitlement were fostered on his father’s tales of the 
Williamite invasion of Ireland, which was thought to have first brought the Stokers across 
St. George’s Channel…During the same time, his ‘so Irish’ mother nurtured Stoker’s 
nativist adherences on all manner of Irish myth, on Celtic folklore, and, most 
conspicuously, on macabre accounts of the Great Famine just passed… (Dracula’s 40) 
I propose not only did Stoker’s understanding of racial and national identity develop during this 
period, but so did his understanding of manliness and masculinity as constituted by physical and 
mental prowess. Stoker lists his numerous academic accomplishments alongside his athletic 
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ones, including “medals for History, Composition, and Oratory…University Honours in Pure 
Mathematics” and “numerous silver cups for races of various kinds – for rowing, weight-
throwing, and gymnastics” (PR 20). He emphasizes that he was a leader in this position, 
remarking exuberantly that “I had played for years in the University football team, where I had 
received the honour of a ‘cap! 17’” (20). Stoker does not seem to consider himself unmanned or 
emasculated by his reaction to Irving’s performance. Instead he indicates that he and Irving 
bonded based on Stoker’s own “capacity for receptive emotion that was something akin in 
forcefulness to [Irving’s] power for creating it” (PR 20). Stoker casts his intellectual and physical 
accomplishments as part of his identity as a “strong man.” His receptivity to emotion, his 
willingness to be subdued, overwhelmed, and physically overcome by it are as much part of his 
manliness as his academic and athletic awards. 18 Stoker would continue to develop his thoughts 
on the intersections of gender, race, and national identity in his first novel. 
The Snake’s Pass (1890) thinks through changing national identity by representing 
independent, forward-thinking politics and economics in the body and actions of its central 
female figure, Norah Joyce, and her associations with underground spaces, effectively by-
passing engrained confines of masculinity. This chapter demonstrates how the text forges a 
“new” Irish nationality that will account for the nation’s pre-Christian and colonial histories, 
thereby reimagining the relationship between national identity and the colonial past. The Snake’s 
Pass depicts fears about the underground world’s (in)ability to become economically useful to 
                                                          
17 Whether the punctuation expresses exuberance over Stoker’s athletic achievement or surprise that an athletic and 
intellectually sound leader of men could be overwhelmed by something “like” hysteria at the emotional content of a 
theatrical performance is unclear but interesting.  
 
18 In a similar incident, Stoker describes an emotionally effusive letter written in 1876 to Walt Whitman and indicates 
that he had written to Whitman before “but never so freely” (PR 305). Whitman’s reply stresses the unique qualities 
of Stoker’s letter that make it particularly manly: “You did well to write to me so unconventionally, so fresh, so manly, 
so affectionately too” (qtd in PR 305).  
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humanity and how national identity intersects with both the underground as a “natural” space and 
as an economic asset. To present a re-imagined Ireland that would flourish in the Modern era, 
Stoker relies on the underground space of a bog to depict alternative relationships between 
gender and national identity that work in service of national economic success. 
The Snake’s Pass tells the story of narrator Arthur Severn, an Englishman who is 
travelling through Ireland “from Clare to Dublin by way of Galway and Mayo” to spend a week 
or two “to improve [his] knowledge of Irish affairs” (48, 9).19 Upon arriving in County Clare, 
Arthur learns that the locals are concerned with a mysterious “shifting bog” on a hill that goes by 
two names, Knockcalltecrore and Knockcalltore. The bog, which “one would typically define as 
an ecosystem” is closer in the novel to “a living creature waiting to devour living intruders” 
(Gladwin 45). The locals inform Arthur that the names mean The Hill of the Lost Crown of Gold 
or The Hill of the Lost Gold and, respectively, and refer to a mythical and an historic event: a 
confrontation between Saint Patrick and the King of Snakes and a failed Irish uprising, both of 
which have left golden treasures in the bog. Now, in addition to threatening to ruin workable 
farmland, the bog is at the heart of a property dispute between Phelim Joyce, a farmer, and Black 
Murdock, a gombeen20 man (moneylender), both of whom own land on the hill. Having become 
                                                          
19 Editor Lisabeth C. Buchelt’s observes in a footnote in the Critical Edition of The Snake’s Pass that “the most direct 
route from Clare to Dublin would be to strike east directly from County Clare; Arthur is taking a very long detour 
west and north” (49; n. 2). Both Stuart McLean and Derek Gladwin agree that County Mayo is the home of the fictional 
town of Carnaclif.  
 
20 Lisabeth Buchelt gives the following etymology of the word: “Gombeen: Anglicization of the Irish gaimbín from 
the phrase airged a chur ar gaimbín, ‘to lend money at an interest’ (“Being” 27n6). The Snake’s Pass makes a 
distinction between a usurer and a gombeen man; the local pub patrons explain to Arthur, who has stated that a 
gombeen man seems to be “a sort of usurer,” that “a usurer lives in the city an’ has laws to hould him in. But the 
gombeen has nayther law nor the fear iv law’” (26-7). Black Murdock, who is one of Stoker’s many Count Dracula-
type characters, “would take the blood out of yer body if he could sell it or use it anyhow” (27). While there are 
some parallels to be drawn between the King of Snakes and Murdock insofar as they are both said to haunt the hill, 
it is worth noting that it is only the latter who does not obey the law. Some critics have been tempted to understand 
Murdock as the simple reappearance of the King of Snakes or as a similar type (i.e. one who lays claim to land to 
which they have no right), but Stoker’s text depicts the Snake King’s native Irishness in a more ambivalent to 
positive light, as I will demonstrate later in this chapter.  
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interested in the dispute between Joyce and Murdock, in the bog itself, and in Joyce’s attractive 
and intelligent daughter Norah (who owns the lower portion of the family property), Arthur 
resolves to explore the bog and is surprised to find his old school-friend, Dick Sutherland. Dick 
is a bog-studying scientist, hired by Murdock to investigate the bogland and to assist him in 
locating the treasures rumored to be in the bog. Over the course of the novel Murdock, Dick, and 
Arthur all vie for Norah’s hand in marriage with Arthur eventually emerging the victor. Norah is 
initially a sorrowful but strong noble Irish peasant figure who becomes, by her own request, an 
‘improved’ lady with a continental education who, in her estimation, becomes ‘worthy’ of her 
husband. The repurposing of the bog and of Norah simultaneously preserves their original 
Irishness as each figure undergoes processes that both connect them to a world beyond 
agricultural Ireland and increase their (economic) values. The novel reaches its climax with 
Murdock killed and his home destroyed in a catastrophic bogslide that carries the villain and the 
antagonistic bogland out to sea via the Shleenanaher, the titular snake’s pass, which leads from 
the mountainside and out to sea. In an event that blends myth, history, and economy, Arthur, 
Dick, and Norah find a great valley in the place where the bog once was, which contains not only 
the mythic Snake King’s golden crown, the chest of gold lost by the French in the failed 
uprising, but also a vast limestone deposit which bears writing in Ogham. 21 The novel concludes 
with the limestone being put to use by Dick for both waterworks and construction to the 
economic improvement of the village, and to the economic benefit of Norah, her father, and 
Arthur. Finally, Norah and Arthur are wed after a two-year postponement, during which time 
Norah pursues a continental education, in her words, “to improve” herself and to come “higher 
and nearer to [Arthur’s] level” (166). If we follow Norah’s trajectory through the novel, we can 
                                                          
21 Stoker writes that the limestone deposit bears “inscriptions in strange character” (251); Ogham is an early Irish 
alphabet in use from roughly the first to sixth centuries. 
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understand her as exerting a considerable amount of agency, if from a limited position; she owns 
and fights for her land, chooses and acquires an education, and saves her future husband from 
certain death in the bogslide. 22 I offer an interpretation of Stoker’s fictional bog in ecological, 
historical, and mythological registers, while also tracing how these registers appear in the 
character of Norah Joyce by first examining the significance of bogs in Irish culture, and then 
reading the trajectory of Norah Joyce and her relationship to the bog and to Irish culture.  
While not Bram Stoker’s most well-known work, The Snake’s Pass establishes two 
templates for female characters that the author would return to on several occasions during his 
career. Norah Joyce, whom I argue is the central figure and heroine of The Snake’s Pass, rather 
than the mere love interest to the ostensible protagonist Arthur, belongs to the first type; she is an 
earnest, independent, and intelligent woman. Readers of Dracula will recognize her as sharing 
literary DNA with Mina Harker, who is praised for her unique combination of a “man’s brain” 
and “woman’s heart” (Dr 207). Like the technologically adept Mina and the lesser-known 
Marjory Drake of The Mystery of the Sea (1902)23, Norah is a future-oriented character; though 
she comes from a small, rural area that is steeped in history and myth, she consistently acts on 
principles indicating her investment in securing a future for Ireland while remaining devoted to 
preserving the indigenous Irish past. Just as Dracula features a kind of foil to the (mostly) 
sexually respectable Mina Harker in Lucy Westenra, The Snake’s Pass offers a counterbalance to 
Norah Joyce not in the form of a dangerously fluid-filled woman like Lucy Westenra, but in the 
form of a bog. Rumored by the townspeople to be the site of a mythical confrontation between St 
                                                          
22 It is worth noting that this blend of the supernatural, the mythic, and the historic is in line with the general sense of 
the Celtic revival of the 1890s. 
23 Marjory is an adventurous, gun-toting, bicycle-riding New Woman whose political commitments and puzzle-solving 
skills drive the novel’s plot.  
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Patrick and the King of Snakes, the location for ritual sacrifice, and the scene of historical 
treasure-bearing encounters, the bog and Stoker’s second type of female character are as 
associated with retrogression and devolution as the first is with progress. When a fictional 
landscape cannot be said to be either character or setting, it is a literary feature whose 
imaginative reach defies formal classification. While reading an underground space as character 
is unconventional, I agree with Nicholas Daly’s assertion that the bog’s excessive presence in the 
novel “problematizes the very concept of the landscape as object” (“Irish” 61). The bog is a 
monstrous body, dispersed in time, space, and formal convention: “A landscape feature that is 
capable of movement and devouring human life needs to be seen as something on the order of 
character, or, more accurately, as monster” (“Irish” 61). Derek Gladwin further corroborates that 
the bog is more than landscape or plot device, it is “a central character containing an id” (44). 
While these two female character types appear across Stoker’s oeuvre, the relationship between 
Norah and the bog makes space for The Snake’s Pass to resist and re-shape gendered stereotypes 
about the Irish levied at them by their British colonizers so that the bog works in service of 
Norah’s future-oriented trajectory.24  
Critics generally tend to read the bog and the objects it holds as indicators of genre and or 
as economic resources; I agree and argue that we can expand such readings of the bog’s 
economic potential by also considering Stoker’s depiction of the intersection of gender and 
national identity. For Nicholas Daly the problem presented by the bog’s treasures is closely 
related to the general problem in Snake’s Pass scholarship of placing the novel within a 
particular genre: “The French gold belongs to the imperial treasure hunt, whereas the gold crown 
                                                          
2424 If we are considering the pairing of Norah and the bog in the context of Stoker’s larger body of works, we may 
be inclined to read Norah and the bog as ‘friends,’ not unlike Dracula’s Mina Harker and Lucy Westenra; the bog, 
like Lucy, is more open to exploitation by either protagonists or villains. Many thanks to Vicki Mahaffey for 
suggesting this reading.  
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is an object which has no equivalent in adventure romances” (Modernism 50). Cara Murray, 
meanwhile, advances that the bog as produces not two but four total treasures; in addition to the 
French gold and the crown, she adds the limestone, which “enables total conquest of the 
territory,” and the Irish inscription, implying that Irishness itself is a treasure and economic 
resource (162). Murray’s account of the treasures emphasizes both their unique Irishness and 
their economic potential. Reading the bog as female offers a more complete account of the 
novel’s representation of progress and Ireland’s potential success as a nation participating in a 
global economy. 
The bog of The Snake’s Pass is aligned not only with Irish identity but Irish identity as 
unwieldy and is characterized as at least un-masculine, if not outright feminine. The word bog 
comes from the Irish word bogach, meaning soft. It is a feminized space, as Andy the cabdriver’s 
constant jokes conflating women, Norah Joyce in particular, and bogs demonstrate; Andy, (who 
acts as Arthur’s guide) teases Arthur that his desire to explore the bog is a desire to get closer to 
women – e.g. to find “a bit of bog to put your arum around” (SP 60). William Hughes notes that 
Andy’s knowing jokes confusing bogs and sexually available women suggest that “women, like 
the bog, are fickle, unpredictable, and ambiguous in their relation to (male) power” (“For 
Ireland’s” 38). Bogs complicate and are complicated; they are historical and ahistorical, natural, 
queer, and vicious. A bog is a wild and weird place, home to the supernatural “Bog Sprite” and to 
“over eleven species of carnivorous plants” (Gladwin 42). Gladwin grants that “Both literally 
and metaphorically then, bogs are not only geographical zones of mystery, but also territories of 
consumption and death” (43). Bogs are sources of both economic despair and economic hope; 
they are fertile and infertile, inhuman and divine. Transportation, communication, unification, 
are all made difficult by a bog. They are both productive and counterproductive; while a bog is a 
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place that resists colonization and settlement due to its poor agricultural prospects, it is also a 
valuable source of fuel. And in Ireland, bogs are nearly unavoidable. “The difficulty they have in 
this part of the world is to find a place that is not bog” (Stoker, SP 54); bogs cover approximately 
one-sixth of Ireland itself, but they occupy an even larger space in Ireland’s psychic identity, as 
Dick Sutherland’s remark to Arthur suggests. The raised bogs of the midlands and the blanket 
bogs that cover a significant portion cover the western coast and uplands are complex 
phenomena in their geographical make-up and in their place in Irish history and culture. The land 
itself is resistant, a physical “barrier to the English conquest of Ireland,” but also a physical 
barrier to a unified Ireland before English conquest (Trumpener 48). On the other hand, McLean 
affirms that though roads built during seventeenth- and eighteenth century bog reclamation 
projects united remote areas of Ireland, “Early modern maps of Ireland… depict [bogs] as 
obstacles to agriculture, transport (including the movement of troops), and as a refuge of 
outlaws” (“Céide” 51-52).  
Stoker’s bog is a highly charged physical remainder and reminder of invasion, 
colonization, and modernization. Dick Sutherland, The Snake’s Pass’s resident scientist, hints at 
the role of bogs in the collective lives of the larger Irish population; Arthur recounts, Dick “told 
me of the extent and nature of the bog-lands – of the means taken to reclaim them, and his hopes 
of some heroic measures being ultimately undertaken by the Government to reclaim the vast Bog 
of Allen which remains as a great evidence of official ineptitude” (57). This comment reflects a 
popularly held British belief that the Irish had devalued their own land through carelessness and 
mistreatment, that Ireland was “a victim of itself, rather than of British presence” (Hughes, BD 
62). Furthermore, Stoker’s bog bears the marks of past colonial efforts: Dick cites “such records 
as those of Giraldus Cambrensis – of Dr Boate – of Edmund Spenser” to explain that “from the 
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time of the first invasion the state of the land was such that, as is recorded, when a spade was 
driven into the ground a pool of water gathered forthwith” (57).  
 Bogs are literally unstable ground composed of an indiscriminate mixture of things past 
and present, making it difficult to explicitly categorize the elements that constitute the bog. 
Stuart McLean gives the following description: 
 A peat bog consists of two layers: a thin upper layer, consisting of a soft carpet of living 
vegetation, mostly sphagnum mosses, and underlying it, a much thicker layer of peat, 
made up of the compacted remains of plants and animals, accumulated over hundreds or 
thousands of years. Water passes rapidly through the upper layer, but is retained by the 
lower, through which it moves at a much slower rate. Despite the appearance of its 
surface, a bog can consist of between 85 and 98 percent water – that is, it may contain a 
lesser proportion of solids than does milk. (“Céide” 48) 
In Stoker’s novel, Dick Sutherland’s explanation of the bog’s mechanics relies on the potential 
life-threatening danger of the bog, rather than its explicable but unseen processes, to 
communicate the bog’s indeterminate composition. Dick emphasizes the physical danger the bog 
presents to anyone encountering it, calling it “more treacherous” than either quagmire or 
quicksand:  
‘You may call it, if you are poetically inclined, a ‘carpet of death!’ What you see is 
simply a film or skin of vegetation of a very low kind, mixed with the mould of decayed 
vegetable fibre and grit and rubbish of all kinds which somehow got mixed into it, 
floating on a sea of ooze and slime – of something half liquid half solid, and of an 
unknown depth. It will bear up to a certain weight, for there is a degree of cohesion in it; 
but it is not all of equal cohesive power, and if one were to step on the wrong spot…Only 
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a matter of specific gravity! A body suddenly immersed would…probably sink a 
considerable distance; then it would rise after nine days, when decomposition began to 
generate gases and make an effort to reach the top. Not succeeding in this, it would 
ultimately waste away, and the bones would become incorporated with the existing 
vegetation somewhere about the roots, or would lie among the slime at the bottom.’ (61) 
Dick’s description demonstrates both the potential threat of the bog to the individual and the 
indescribability of the bog. Here we see that it is not the processes of the bog that are unknown, 
as Dick has a firm grasp on those, but to communicate those processes he is compelled to use 
language that highlights the bog’s indeterminacy. He offers a “poetic” description full of “ooze” 
and “slime,” suggesting that though the bog is interpretable, there is something about it which is 
always “unknown.” The bog houses life and death, preserving the latter in uncanny ways; this 
union reveals that the distinction between bog and body is unclear. Stoker figures the bog as 
living decay: a place where decomposing bodies rise, where life and death mingle in a fluid-
filled mixture, and where what goes in to the bog is not the same as what comes out. 
 Irish bogs and Stoker’s fictional bog are by-products of early farming and settlement. 
Luke Gibbons argues “the bog, in fact, stands for those aspects of the Irish past which will not go 
away but whose threats to the social order are actively reproduced by the forces of modernization 
which consigned the poorest of the peasantry to these outlying areas” (14). Blanket bogs are not 
‘naturally’ occurring but are a result of measures taken approximately 5,000 years ago during the 
early periods of human settlement in attempt to clear the land for agriculture. McLean points out 
the bogs which most resemble the bog of The Snake’s Pass are marked by such interventions: 
In the region of northwest County Mayo…the first farmers set about clearing areas of 
forest to make way for grazing land. They cut down trees, divided fields and erected 
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stone walls and farmsteads. With the trees gone, increasing rainfall caused minerals to 
wash down through the soil, forming a water resistant iron pan. Peat accumulates in 
waterlogged soils deficient in the oxygen needed by the micro-organisms that assist in the 
breakdown of plant matter. (“Céide” 48) 
The instability introduced into the land by early farming practices was only exaggerated by the 
custom of cutting peat for fuel by largely British absentee landlords in an attempt to drain the 
bog and ‘reclaim’ it as productive farmland. Katie Trumpener in Bardic Nationalism observes 
that Arthur Young’s Tour in Ireland (1780) tends to “conflate the landowner’s ‘experiments’ in 
irrigation or bog reclamation with the tenant labor through which these ambitious and ultimately 
profitable improvements are accomplished” (39-40). Bog reclamation projects of the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries had complex associations. Not only did reclamation projects become 
associated with the Irish (working) body, as Trumpener explains, they were interpreted by the 
British as the (moral) failure of the Irish to care for their land and, by extension, themselves: 
“The economic and political justifications for land reclamation are grounded not only on the 
statistical evidence of the profits such improvements will yield, but also on a quasi-theological 
sense of the bog as a source of sin and sloth, a site of social and moral darkness: drainage takes 
on the status of an exorcism” (52). Bog reclamation was a figured as a chance to correct the 
misdeeds of early settlers in Ireland who laid the ground for the shifting bog and to strengthen 
the economic union with England but by the 1890s reclaiming bogland for agricultural use had 
proven to be largely unsuccessful and efforts to use the bog’s peat as fuel were more popular.  
 These agricultural and industrial endeavors meant that the mechanics of bogs had been 
thoroughly documented at the time Stoker composed The Snake’s Pass. Further, “The bog is 
important as both a material site and a discursive one, as the locus of a long-running struggle 
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between improvers and nationalists” (Trumpener 46). Christopher Morash suggests “Stoker’s 
novel takes a subject that was adequately explained by the laws of nature and juxtaposes it with 
supernatural explanations. In doing so, he enters the soil of Ireland into the realm of the literary 
fantastic” (111). A more accurate statement, I think, is to say that Stoker’s novel reveals the 
ways in which the fantastic has always been part and parcel of Irish soil, a position which is 
verified by the encounter between St Patrick and a King of Snakes in The Snake’s Pass. The 
bog’s history as an agricultural and thin industrial ecology demonstrate that it has always been a 
site of contested progress.  
The early chapters of The Snake’s Pass examine the histories and legends surrounding 
the Snake’s Pass or Shleenanaher by placing Arthur and his guide Andy in a local pub, seeking 
shelter from inclement weather. Identifying pub patrons Jerry Scanlan and Bat Moynahan (who 
tells the tale of the lost French Gold) as schanachies (storytellers) in the dinnseanchas tradition, 
an Irish “narrative genre of stories about place names,” Buchelt argues that this particular 
tradition builds a unique relationship between story, legend, person, and physical place 
(“Delicate” 113).25 The stories Arthur hears in the pub are stories of the land, what is in it, and to 
whom it belongs—none of which can be said for certain. In Jerry’s telling, Saint Patrick 
demands of the Snake King “I want to know why you didn’t lave Irish soul wid all th’ other 
Shnakes,” phrasing his question in terms of soil, land, and nation (21).26 The Snake King’s reply 
                                                          
25  Part of the Irish literary tradition from the earliest time, the body of dinnseanchas narratives encodes and 
gives voice to a mythical, ideological, and psychic landscape that is integrated into the physical one…The 
narratives that form a dinnseanchas for a specific place incorporate many genres: saint’s lives, fairy tales, 
poems placename pseudo-etymologies, or tales that record historical events. In other words, dinnseanchas 
can fall anywhere on a spectrum of fact to fiction. It is when taken together that they speak the truth of the 
place they narrate. But they do more than simply tell a particular place’s stories. The structure of the genre, 
as well as the rules governing its performance and transmission, are integrated with, and help to shape, the 
specific community in the place narrated. (Buchelt, “Delicate” 115)  
 
26 It is also worth noting that Stoker’s depiction of Jerry’s dialect replaces the word soil with soul, emphasizing the 
significance of the land itself.  
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indicates that Saint Patrick, a Briton like Arthur, does not understand the laws or systems that 
govern the native occupants, the snakes: “‘Ye tould the Shnakes to go,’ sez the King, ‘an’ I am 
their King so I am; and your wurrds didn’t apply to me!’” (21) The King of Snakes explains that 
he has a legal relationship to his land and that he is unwilling to act unlawfully by leaving it: “‘I 
didn’t obey,’ sez he, ‘because I thraverse the jurisdiction.’ …This is my own houldin’,’ sez he, 
‘be prescriptive right,’ sez he. ‘I’m the whole govermint here, and I put a nexeat on meself not to 
lave widout me own permission’” (21-22). Invoking the formal written order ne exeat, literally 
that s/he not depart, the King of Snakes in this clever exchange asserts his right to the land that is 
under his own rule. When the Snake King claims that Saint Patrick cannot “depose” him while 
he wears his crown, the Saint threatens to simply take the crown.  
 The confrontation between the Snake King and Saint Patrick reflects concerns of the Irish 
National Land League, founded in 1879 – just prior to the time of Stoker’s early research for The 
Snake’s Pass.27 According to Trumpener, “The bog is important as both a material site and a 
discursive one, as the locus of a long-running struggle between improvers and nationalists” (46). 
Lisabeth Buchelt elucidates the relationship between the Snake King’s claims to the bog and the 
issues facing the Land League:  
Many of the small tenant farmers were unable to pay rent…thus the landowners were 
evicting them in favor of bigger, wealthier, tenants. A common plea in response to an 
attempted eviction…was first to challenge the jurisdiction of the court over the native 
land area and then to claim a prescriptive right—that is, adverse possession or squatters 
rights. All this would have been via the English common-law system. The King of the 
                                                          
27 Stoker’s journal entry for 2 November 1881: “Irish story Torriadbreena. Shifting bog—William (Haggerty) makes 
good man exchange his land which lies lower down from bog above in hopes of finding buried treasure. Bog shifts 
& good man finds iron chest of money in cleft of rock laid bare – christens good man’s daughter – poet & natural – 
young engineer who comes to find treasure by magnets etc – gombeen man – priest etc” (Dublin Years 31).  
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Snakes’ plea, ‘ne exeat,’ is a bit of a legal joke…the serpent is wittily playing both sides 
of the legal fence. First he plays the small, native Irish tenant farmer that Saint Patrick is 
trying to evict: because he, the King of the Snakes, has lived there much longer than 
Patrick, he has jurisdiction over the area and does not need to leave it. Next the King of 
the Snakes switches into the role of sovereign, being the king of the snakes and not just 
any snake, and issues an exeat order upon himself; thus he cannot leave the jurisdiction 
because the king has said he can’t. Truly, legal reasoning at its best. (“Being” 20-21n6) 
The Snake King effectively makes a mockery of the English common-law system and not only 
does he “play both sides of the legal fence,” as Buchelt adroitly puts it, he occupies both sides of 
the fence.  
 The power of ownership then shifts from the body of the Snake King to the physical 
crown itself, so that whoever holds the crown is the rightful owner of the land. The Snake King 
evades the Saint by ducking into the lake to hide his crown, causing the water to drain from the 
lake. The Snake King taunts that his crown is “buried where you nor the likes iv you can’t touch 
it ina a thousand years!” (22) In one sense the Snake King’s reply is colloquial, but it also calls 
attention to Saint Patrick’s otherness as both a Roman Briton and Catholic, indicating that 
Patrick’s otherness will prevent him from ever fully owning, understanding, or controlling the 
land; the bog more rightfully belongs to its native occupants. Stoker’s Snake King, while not an 
ambivalently portrayed character, is arguably a deposed high king of Ireland. Until the crown is 
taken, the Snake claims, he is still king even though he is banished. Jerry concludes his story by 
explaining that Snake burrowed through a cliff on his way to the sea, creating what is named 
“The Snake’s Pass” or Shleenanaher. Jerry tells his listeners the shifting bog was the form the 
Snake King took upon returning to Ireland and the serpent’s claim to the land lies in the presence 
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of the crown in the bog and the mark his body has left on the landscape in the shape of the 
Shleenanaher. Black Murdock, the mythical snakes and the Druids they symbolize, the Snake 
King, Saint Patrick – and Norah and her father, all arguably have claim to the bogland. 
According to Trumpener, “Once an actual barrier to the English conquest of Ireland, the bog 
remains an emblem of Irish resistance to the [burden] of Anglo-Irish home rule” (48); Stoker’s 
bog, which is also a native Snake King, is then a symbol of this same resistance. 
 It is fitting for Stoker to rethink Irish national identity through a shifting bog, as his own 
politics and the politics in the novel are also muddy and unclear. While Nicholas Daly 
characterizes the novel as a failed imperial fantasy, Jarlath Killeen interprets Stoker’s request 
that Michael Davit endorse the novel as confirmation that it is not an imperialist work 
(“Muscling” 182). Chris Morash explains Stoker’s “youthful support for the empire and later 
‘philosophical endorsement of Irish Home rule’” as an “attempt to construct a narrative of social 
progress” and further argues “that Stoker intended The Snake’s Pass as an intervention in the 
Irish land debate of the late 1880s is clear” (112). Morash additionally notes that Stoker sent a 
copy of the novel to William Gladstone, who was said to appreciate the novel’s gombeen man; 
Joseph Valente counters that the implication that sending the novel to Gladstone is 
“unpersuasive” in demonstrating Stoker’s political commitments (Dracula’s 149n29). Gladwin 
explains that Stoker’s bog has close ties with the Land War which bookended Gladstone’s Land 
Act of 1881: “In fact, County Mayo…was one of the most tumultuous zones during the Land 
War and home to Michael Davitt who along with Charles Stewart Parnell led the Irish National 
Land League…Within this period of geo-political struggle, Stoker fittingly places his first novel 
in the West of Ireland, pinpointing the contested space of the bog as central to Irish identity” 
(47). Hughes argues that Stoker’s support of home rule is “the expression not of a cultural 
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separatism but of a paternalism whose application was intimately connected to a belief in the 
maintenance of the Union, with Ireland as one of the ‘natural’ borders of the United Kingdom” 
(“For Ireland’s” 288). Taking Hughes’s approach, we can also see how the marriage of Norah 
Joyce to Arthur Severn reflects a proposed union between Britain and Ireland wherein Ireland 
maintains its unique identity but is still bound by British oversight. However, Hughes’s argument 
is limited insofar as it does not incorporate the novel’s treatment of gender. Hughes argues that 
the novel presents British solutions to Irish problems; while set in Ireland the novel is 
insufficiently Irish. In the novel, he argues, “the human and material potential of Ireland lies 
untapped, [and]… it can be released only through the exercise of a dynamic agency…an agency 
or a culture that has its roots beyond Ireland” (“For Ireland’s” 296). Yet Stoker presents this 
novel as more complicated than the pro-Imperial trope of an exoticized Irish other being saved 
and brought “up to speed” by a masculine and technologically savvy Brit.  
Maintaining and defining Irish identity as distinct from British identity is central to the 
novel’s idea of Irish progress and modernity. Doyle argues that there are two ways to read the 
novel’s ending in light of the absence of tension between the old and the new in the novel: the first 
is to see Arthur’s actions, buying a bankrupt estate and creating jobs, as “the very soul of 
benevolent British ‘improvement’” (283). The second is to read Arthur’s actions as “typical of the 
arrogance of wealthy outsiders who think that their ways are better than the old ways” (283).This 
turn toward the future certainly includes, as Mark Doyle explains, “what the Victorians call 
‘improvement’ but what we may more generally describe as the coming of capitalist modernity to 
a traditional economy” (280). My reading aims to complicate this idea of progress, which relies 
on knowledgeable, masculine outsiders to rescue and repurpose a feminized ecology by bringing 
to light the ways in which Norah Joyce uniquely synthesizes the past and future Irish identity and, 
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ultimately, is representative of Ireland’s contribution to modernism. Progress in this novel is a 
willing openness to capitalist modernity and global economy that simultaneously preserves the 
mythical and historical past of Ireland. Irish progress, as Stoker presents it, does not seek to 
disavow or capitulate to its colonial history, but seeks to levy that history in order to participate on 
its own terms in a global economy.  
To rethink Irish identity as it moves from the mythic to the economic, Stoker must 
rethink how Irishness intersects with gender and, in so doing must actively work against 
stereotypical, denigrated depictions of Irish gender and identity often perpetrated by the British. 
Joseph Valente in The Myth of Manliness suggests that it is impossible to see Irish bodies 
separate from their uniquely gendered and politicized positions: 
The Irish were depicted as genetically feminine and so, on the reigning patriarchal logic, 
congenitally attuned to obeying the will of a masculine race like the Anglo Saxons, 
provided it was robustly asserted…By inscribing the presumed inferiority of the Irish in 
biological terms, this shift of register lent their political subordination an air of inner 
necessity, and, above all, permanence. (Valente, Myth 12) 
Bodies which are weak, feminized, and in need of guidance are Irish and those that are masculine 
and robust are, if not overtly Anglo, non-Irish. Stoker’s approach to gender in the novel suggests 
that if men can be feminized by colonialism, women (as genetically female) can also assert their 
leadership. Gender, as opposed to sex, becomes more malleable in a colonial context in a way 
that empowers women, as we see in the case of Norah’s request to become “worthy” of Arthur. 
In rethinking Irish nationality and gender, Stoker contends with a host of gendered 
stereotypes: The denigrated masculine “types” of Irish bodies most often subjected to 
feminization are the simian and the snake-like, both of which make appearances in the novel. 
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Additionally, there is the muscular Irish athlete, who does not appear in the novel, but, as Killeen 
suggests, is hinted at as the body most fit for progress, most able to move Ireland into the 
future.28 When feminized, Ireland and the Irish are often associated with Britain through 
“familial metaphors” as either sister or wife (Valente 12). Stoker complicates this paradigm by 
having the types of manliness “shift”; while the athletic type is generally manly and appears in a 
masculine body, it is expressed in and through the body of Norah Joyce. Valente argues that 
manliness transcends masculinity:  
Masculinity is an instrument, then, not of masculine rule, but of masculine hegemony… 
manliness had to remain ontologically affixed to the masculine gender position; 
otherwise, it could not serve to secure and advance an exclusively male dominion. At the 
same time, manliness had to operate at a superior ethical distance from the masculine 
gender position; otherwise it could not serve to vindicate male dominion. (Myth 2) 
Since manliness has the potential to be detached from the masculine gender (i.e. to not reside in a 
man’s body), it is possible to observe or perform manliness in other genders. Because a 
disenfranchised masculine body is not manly, the positive qualities of manliness must be found 
in an enfranchised body; thus Norah, who is arguably enfranchised, can be the Irish bearer of 
positive manliness in a female body. Norah does not fit the given Irish female/feminine type as 
described by Valente, who argues that the Irish had long been feminized in “familial metaphors” 
of sister and/or wife before the popularity of racial sciences in the 19th century served to “shift 
                                                          
28 Killeen offers the body of the a “young GAA [Gaelic Athletic Association] member” in the pub as an example of 
hypermasculine bodies in the text, but in reality, the footballer only appears to question the masculinity of those in 
the story he’s listening to, to wear a jersey, and to grit his teeth: “‘But did none of the min do nothin’?’ said a 
powerful-looking young fellow in the orange and green jersey of the Gaelic Athletic Club, with his eyes flashing; 
and he clenched his teeth”(17). Killeen takes some liberty in suggesting the Arthur “gaze[s] in admiration” at this 
young man (Stoker, SP179), unless we are willing to count Arthur’s assessment that the young man is “powerful 
looking” as admiration. The only time that this type of athletic masculinity returns in a male body is when Arthur 
uses “an old football trick” to avoid a physical attack by Murdock (Stoker, SP 178). 
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the epicenter of Irish femininity from the national to the racial dimension” (12). This 
racialization of the Irish as feminine gave “their political subordination an air of inner necessity, 
historical inevitability, and above all, permanence” (12). While Norah does play the role of 
daughter, love interest, and finally wife, she is a more an enfranchised character than Valente’s 
framework of femininity accounts for.  
Manliness, as Valente describes, is both descriptive (self-governing) and prescriptive (fit 
for freedom). Because of this, “every act of obedience” on the part of an Irish subject could be 
interpreted as “self-government” and manly (10). However, those same acts that “[bear] the 
dubious prerogative of protection” serving to reinforce that the Irish subject is subject and not 
capable of self-rule, and is thereby feminine. Irish subjects and the Irish nation, by this logic, are 
therefore not fit for freedom. Under this framework neither Irish manliness nor Irish femininity 
had the capability of being enfranchised subjects. According to Valente, “because manliness 
presupposed such an already enfranchised subject, its role as a compulsory ideal presented the 
subdominant subject or group with a nearly insoluble double bind, which intruded on the internal 
logic of the construct itself,” resulting in the prescriptions (fitness for freedom) which could only 
be fulfilled by the descriptions (male) (10). As a result, Ireland and Irish subjects, because they 
come to this construct disenfranchised, cannot be manly. Thus to subvert this construct and to 
produce an enfranchised Ireland and an enfranchised Irish subject, Norah, a female subject, must 
perform and embody manliness in order to act in Ireland’s interests, allowing her to operate 
outside of the double bind presented by Valente.  
The strong physical manly body resists both feminization and devolution to lower species 
by counteracting representations of the Irish as simian or serpentine. Jarlath Killeen explains “a 
very muscular body suggested that the man who possessed it had in fact transcended mere 
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physicality itself,” the idea being that sound body, sound mind, and sound morals are all implied 
in one another (173). Uniting physical strength and moral rectitude is, in part, a late nineteenth-
century reaction to the body as a site of evolution. Killeen explains the muscular, manly body 
was also a decidedly Christian body, an idea endorsed by “public figures like Charles Kingsley 
and Thomas Hughes, and propagated through Young Men’s Christian Associations, Working 
Men’s Clubs, and most importantly through the emphasis on sports in the public schools” (172). 
Building a physically strong body was a safeguard then, against both the physical and moral 
threats of devolution – typical concerns of the fin de siècle. Killeen reminds us that the threat of 
devolution and degeneration is a social fear with quite another body at its center – the serpentine 
body:  
A strong species could deteriorate, become weak and unable to defeat the forces of 
darkness, best represented by that great icon of depravity, the serpent which tempted man 
in the Garden of Eden… In life, Stoker had defeated the serpent of sickness that had 
almost killed him as a child; in his fiction he constantly returned to the imagery of the 
athlete battling the snake as if to re-enact his personal battle again and again, and through 
this personal war represent the cultural anxieties to which he was so attuned. (173-4) 
But not only is the serpentine unmanly, to borrow Valente’s language, it is feminized; 
after all it was Eve who took up the serpent’s offer in Eden, not Adam – a detail which has been 
levied against the enfranchisement of women for centuries. Additionally, not only is the 
serpentine too feminine, it is too natively Irish; as popular conjecture would have it, St. Patrick 
did not drive actual snakes out of Ireland, but instead sought to stamp out Druidic practices. The 
confrontation between St Patrick and the Snake King in The Snake’s Pass also illustrates the 
danger of serpentine bodies. When Saint Patrick first sees the Snake King, he has an unusual 
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physical reaction: “his whole forrum seemed to swell out an’ get bigger and bigger,” Stoker’s 
story teller describes (20). Jarlath Killeen observes that the phallic changes in the Saint’s form 
indicate that he resembles “a tumescent penis, confronting a degraded version of the phallus in 
the shape of the King of Snakes” (180). Killen argues Scanlan’s listeners applaud Saint Patrick’s 
phallic display – “we want Saint Patrick to luk in here agin!”— precisely because the pub 
patrons long for a new type of masculinity to relieve them from Murdock’s economic 
stranglehold (180). Arguing that Stoker attempts to sculpt from Anglo Saxon muscly masculinity 
a more muscular Irish body, Killeen suggests that The Snake’s Pass “shift[s] the imagery of Irish 
manhood from the serpentine to the athletic in as smooth a fashion as possible” (175).  
The popularity of racial sciences after Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species concretized the 
simianization of the Irish at the hands of the English. Simianization served to reduce the Irish 
beyond feminization: “Whereas feminization implied that the political rights of the Irish were 
vested in their British masters, much as a wife’s suffrage was understood to be vested in her ‘lord 
and master,’ the burden of simianization was to throw into question whether the Irish properly 
owned any political rights in the first place” (Valente, Myth 13). If represented as ape-like, the 
Irish qualified as less than human and therefore not even adjacency to enfranchisement, as is the 
case with being feminized, would give the any of the benefits of enfranchisement. In either case, 
the Irish cannot achieve enfranchised manliness:  
On the one side, the British elite could deny the Irish their collective manhood for failing 
to meet the fundamental standard of virile masculinity, that is, for being insufficiently 
courageous, powerful, and unyielding in their resistance to colonial rule; on the other 
side, the British elite could deny the Irish their collective manhood for exceeding the 
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fundamental standard of virile masculinity, that is, for being excessively violent and 
refractory in their resistance to colonial rule. (Valente, Myth 25) 
In their feminized serpentine form they are too dependent upon outside rule and in their 
simianized form they are excessively independent to the point of violence. 
 The Snake’s Pass does attempt to “celebrate and propagandize in favour of alternative 
versions of Irish manhood which broke free of the emasculated/simian dichotomy,” as Killeen 
states, but he, like Valente, does not address Norah’s empowered body (176). Her body is as 
much a body of the future as the moneylender Murdock’s body is one of the past: Killeen 
explains that Murdock is “both aggressively masculine and hysterically effeminate, a monstrous 
hybrid out-of-control. His serpentine atavism is connected to another ophidian presence, the 
‘shifting bog’ to which he is particularly attached” (176). The logical resolution to this dilemma 
would be to have a muscular Irishman take center stage, but The Snake’s Pass offers very few of 
these; there are far fewer lines devoted to muscular male bodies than there are to Norah’s unique 
strength – often represented by her hands. In some ways, Norah’s hands are traditionally 
feminine insofar as they are nurturing in a literal sense. However, even that femininity is 
tempered with the conventionally masculine quality of landownership. When Arthur eats a meal 
prepared by Norah, the fact that her hands prepared the meal is more significant to him than the 
food itself: “I had eaten potato cakes before… possibly they seemed so good to me because I 
knew that her hands had made them. The honey, too, was the nicest I had tasted – for it was 
made by Norah’s bees. The butter was perfect – for it was the work of her hands!” (173-174) 
Because her hands prepared the food, the food itself acts as a site of access to Norah’s body and, 
in a reversal of heterosexual expectations, it is Arthur who takes Norah into his body, 
presumably through the work of his own hands. Just as ingesting the food makes Norah’s body 
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part of his own, Arthur’s praise of the honey is that it came from bees that are owned by Norah. 
Norah’s ability to own and the fact that she owns part of the bogland are conventionally 
masculine traits. Her status as landowner demonstrates that one quality of “Irishness” in The 
Snake’s Pass is laying claim to and defending land that is rightfully one’s own, as the Snake 
King does – to be Irish is to struggle for land that is one’s own.  
An early and voyeuristic encounter between Arthur and Norah, in which Arthur is 
enthralled with her though he does not yet know her identity, depicts Norah in both masculine 
and feminine terms. As Norah sits, Arthur notes her proximity to the earth below her: “She was 
seated on the ground, not even raised upon a stone,” but is in direct contact with the Earth (76). 
This is, perhaps, as physically close to the earth as one can be without falling into the bog, as in 
Dick’s earlier description. Norah crouches, “her knees were raised to the level of her shoulders, 
and her outstretched arms confined her legs below the knees” (76). This is the first time the 
audience gets a visual description of Norah, who is folded in on herself, face hidden, self-
contained, and closed off from the outside world. Arthur finds her posture unladylike: “Whether 
her reasons be aesthetic, moral, educational, or disciplinary, no self-respecting woman ever sits 
in such a manner when a man is by” (76-77). Unable to understand her posture in feminine 
terms, he understands her through masculine, sporting terms: “she was, in fact, in much the same 
attitude as boys are at games of cock-fighting” (76).  
 Arthur is aware of his position as voyeur, remarking that “there was something very 
touching in [Norah’s] attitude – something of self-oblivion so complete that I felt a renewed 
feeling of guiltiness as an intruder” (76). That this guilt is “renewed” suggests that he’s already 
aware that he is intruding in local and decidedly Irish affairs, as well as intruding on a woman’s 
privacy as she reflects on the effects that those affairs have on her. This is, of course, not the first 
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time that Arthur has drawn the reader’s attention to his status as, in his own words, an “outsider” 
(8). Dick, who has confessed to Arthur that he loves Norah – a point of dramatic irony in which 
the reader realizes that the two men love the same woman though Arthur and Dick do not yet 
know that – also understands his attraction to Norah as an awareness of their colonial 
relationship. Revising Julius Caesar’s statement of victory, Dick remarks “Veni, Vidi, Victus 
sum! – I came, I saw, I was conquered” (94); his declaration couches Norah’s physical beauty in 
colonial terms, remarking that it is “worth enough to conquer a nation” (94). Norah conquers the 
Englishmen even as they try to control or even, in Arthur’s case, possess the bog. 
 Tellingly, it is Norah who pulls Arthur from the bog during the climactic bog-slide scene. 
He is caught in the earth and Norah tears off her petticoat and throws it to Arthur. She cries out 
to God for strength, while Arthur cries out for “the strong hands” of his beloved (238). Arthur’s 
recounting of the events focuses on Norah’s strength and physical presence: “Norah bent 
forward, kneeling on the rock, and grasped [his] coat collar in her strong hands. Love and despair 
lent her additional strength, and with one last great effort she pulled me upward – and in an 
instant more I lay on the rock safe in her arms” (238). A more conventional trope might be to 
have men rescuing Ireland, but here Stoker imagines an Ireland/woman with the power to rescue 
men. Norah, an Irish character with a unique set of womanly and manly characteristics, is best 
suited to extract the bog’s resources. 
 Extraction is a colonialist process; Chapter 12 of The Snake’s Pass, “Bog-fishing and 
Schooling,” relies on the similarities of this explicitly colonialist undertaking to further develop 
the ways in which both Norah and the bog require something to be drawn out of them. The novel 
frames draining the bog in terms of treasure hunting, rather than an agricultural practice; the 
characters are rewarded with industrial, mythical, and historical treasures, rather than agricultural 
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resources. This indicates that progress, as far as Ireland is concerned, depends upon how well the 
nation can leverage its unique ecology, mythical past, and colonial history to become an 
industrial power. In Trumpener’s words, “Bog drainage synecdochally represents the project of 
Enlightenment land reform: the creation of arable, profitable soil out of its former uselessness, by 
bringing it into the light of day, out of the primeval ooze that now covers it” (Trumpner 42). 
Murdock believes that he has found, with the help of Dick and Arthur, the lost chest of gold and 
the Snake King’s crown rumored to be in the bog. When Arthur, at this point engaged to Norah, 
realizes that their “bog-fishing” may yield the treasure Murdock desires, he immediately recalls 
Norah’s father’s words: “‘When the treasure is found, you may claim her if you will’” (161). On 
this occasion, however, their excavations are disappointing and they unearth only a rusty gun 
carriage, though Murdock reasons that “the chist was carried on the gun-carriage, and where wan 
is th’ other is not far off” (169). On the other hand, Norah, unlike Murdock’s find, is revealed as 
even more valuable than initially expected insofar as she represents not just an economic 
resource, but the key to happiness and fertility. Shortly after the false alarm in the bog, she 
professes to Arthur that he is “lifting [her] to a higher grade in life” and claims “I want to be 
worthy of it and you”; ultimately she demonstrates a new if mediated agency and demands 
“Arthur! I want you to let me go to school” (165-6). 29 Without hesitation, Arthur agrees to honor 
her request and the two immediately begin discussing her schooling in Paris, Dresden, and 
                                                          
29 Her request prefigures Mina Harker’s request to Dr Van Helsing in Dracula (1897), “I want you to hypnotize me!” 
(D 271) Mina requests the hypnotic intrusion – which recalls how the vampire’s victim must grant the vampire access: 
“He may not enter anywhere at first, unless there be someone of the household who bid him to come though afterwards 
he can come as he please” (211). The request also anticipates her later request for the same corrective penetration that 
cured Lucy of vampirism in the event that Mina herself show signs of having been vamped: “When you shall be 
convinced that I am so changed that it is better that I die that I may live. When I am thus dead in the flesh, then you 
will, without a moment’s delay, drive a stake through me and cut off my head; or do whatever else may be wanting to 
give me rest!” (287) 
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England. In order to protect Norah’s purity, Arthur offers to marry her before she leaves for 
school, letting her keep her own name until she returns to him. Though Norah turns down this 
request, her agency has put him in a potentially un-masculine position.  
 In pursuing her education Norah demonstrates that though she is assessing her value 
against colonial standards, she has some agency in doing so. She recognizes that in her present 
and uneducated state, more Irish than European, she is somehow not “worthy” of her husband to 
be; she also recognizes her value in her current state lies in her status as landowner and in 
Arthur’s desire for her, the woman who has “conquered” him. Rather than having Arthur send 
Norah off for a continental education to raise his bride-to-be to his social stature, Stoker 
constructs a situation that lends Norah more agency within a limited social system by having her 
leverage her current position and her love for her husband against his desire for her, and actively 
pursue her education. Her education is therefore not figured as a response to some lack on her 
part, but as only adding to her current and already valuable position. Where bog-fishing and 
schooling are concerned, the bog stubbornly refuses to yield its treasures to the wrong man, 
whereas Norah, when properly romanced by a colonial suitor who is willing to be colonized in 
return, understands her current value and seeks (with her fiancé’s permission) to increase it. Not 
only does Norah knowingly increase her value as a “resource,” but in pursuing her education she 
also increases her agency as it is much easier for a colonizing force to control a population that it 
keeps ignorant, particularly the women of that population; taking control of her education 
potentially makes it more difficult for non-Irish forces to dictate the shape of her education and 
therefore manipulate her through it. 
Stoker’s treatment of the bog forges an Irish identity rooted in pre- and non-colonial ideas 
of Ireland while still acknowledging Ireland’s colonial history and its role as an industrializing 
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nation struggling toward independence from a colonial past. As a result, The Snake’s Pass 
portrays this forward-looking identity as necessarily female in order to counteract and recuperate 
Ireland’s history of colonial oppression and denigrating feminization at the hands of the British. 
Teaming Norah Joyce and the bog allows Stoker to retain the mythic past by creating a figure of 
the future, not in a male character, since representations of Irish men have become devalued, but 
in a female character who also serves as a template for the heroines of his later and more famous 
novels. Norah, with her unique orientation toward the past and the future, situated between male 
and female, emerges as the novel’s unlikely hero and is honored with a monument carved from 
the same limestone that is an economic boon found in the bog.  
On the spot where she had rescued me we had reared a great stone – a monolith whereon 
a simple legend told the story of a woman’s strength and bravery. Round its base were 
sculptured the history of the mountain from its legend of the King of Snakes down to the 
lost treasure and the rescue of myself… The legend on the stone was: Norah Joyce, a 
Brave Woman, on this spot by her Courage and Devotion saved a man’s life. (256) 
For Hughes, the monument “demonstrates that [Arthur] has literally overwritten the past with the 
contemporary discourse he embodies. The monument replaces ancient legend with a modern 
myth of endeavor, and valorizes the English, written culture over that of the Celtic, oral culture 
into which Arthur is first received” (“Beyond” 66). Luke Gibbons counters that the novel 
envisions a “dysfunctional form of modernism, which reactivates rather than repudiates the 
past,” allowing space in modern Ireland for both anachronisms and futurity (14). However, as 
this chapter demonstrates, the limestone monument is a compound object and represents the 
merging of past and future, male and female, and Irish and Anglo identities that Stoker indicates 
is necessary for a successful modern Ireland. The Snake’s Pass’s bog is an underground space 
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which catalyzes the reimagining of not only Anglo and Irish national identities and gender roles, 
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CHAPTER THREE 
“Saner by reason of its size”: 
Miniaturization and Underground Space in H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine (1895),  
Floor Games (1911), and Little Wars (1913) 
 
When The Time Machine was published serially in The New Review in 1895 it was well-
received and, in the words of one contemporary reviewer, regarded as a “description of the 
ultimate evolution of society into the aristocrats and the capitalists who live on the surface of the 
earth in the sunshine, and the toilers who are doomed to live in the bowels of the earth” (“From 
the New” 261). The underground space in the novel is the driving force in this distinction 
between the two groups of human descendants and, like many underground spaces, is 
particularly well-suited to social critique. Rosalind Williams in Notes on the Underground 
observes that “The Time Machine projects the contemporary class struggle into an even more 
radical split between brute labor and trivial consumption, between toilers and enjoyers” (126). 
While class rightly continues to be among the most popular objects of study in readings of the 
novel, attending to intersections of class with gender not only demonstrates the complexity of the 
novel’s social critique, but makes space for reading the novel alongside more over-looked works 
of Wells that, upon initial inspection, may not seem to have much in common with The Time 
Machine. In fact, Wells’s Time Traveller, considering how the human race divided into a race of 
listless surface-dwellers and another of cannibalistic underground apes, wonders “What if in this 
interval, the race had lost its manliness, and had developed into something inhuman, 
unsympathetic, and overwhelmingly powerful?” (TM 80) This comment raises an interesting 
question well worth pursuing: what is the role of manliness and masculinity in the underground 
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space of The Time Machine and where else in Wells’s works might we see its effects? In this 
chapter I submit that the miniature and miniaturizing perspective shares with underground spaces 
certain conventions that make both the underground and the miniature uniquely able to launch 
speculative critiques on the intersections of gender and nationality.  
Susan Stewart in On Longing (1993) notes that miniatures are described in language both 
“remarkable and realistic” (45); there is something ordinary and familiar about the miniature, but 
also something extraordinary. This productive tension between the remarkable and the realistic is 
also present in the Time Machine, both in the underground perspective provided by the 
Morlocks, but also in the miniature bodies of the Eloi. “The miniature has the capacity to make 
its context remarkable; its fantastic qualities are related to what lies outside it in such a way as to 
transform the total context” (Stewart 46). The miniature civilians and soldiers in Wells’s lesser-
known gaming books Floor Games (1911) and Little Wars (1913) transform a nursery floor or 
well-manicured garden into fantastic islands and battlefields; the Morlocks and Eloi transform 
England into an alien land. The miniature world, like the underground, is intended to be kept 
separate from reality, and yet always escapes into it; the fictions of the miniature and the 
underground, therefore, inform one another. “Toys operate in an entirely different temporal 
arena, a fantasy world parallel to (and hence never intersecting) the worlds of everyday reality” 
(Stewart 57). While the underground and the miniature may, in some ways, resemble and 
replicate reality, the crucial differences of their perspectives open up entirely new possibilities 
for understanding representations of social constructs in literature.  
This chapter will demonstrate that the masculinity presented in The Time Machine, Floor 
Games, and Little Wars is the result of the particular perspective afforded by the miniature and 
the underground fictional space. Both miniature objects and underground spaces create a 
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relationship between reality and speculation that is dependent upon a determined set of 
conditions, allowing for social critique and commentary that would be unacceptable in other 
formats or genres; I argue that these sets of conditions offer each miniature or underground 
format a unique perspective. In the texts that are the focus of this chapter, the miniature and 
underground perspectives generate the conditions of possibility for the privileged social 
formation of masculinity. This masculinity has three defining characteristics: 1) It is violent in 
nature, whether inherently or societally, and is safely contained within and dependent upon 
domesticity; 2) In a general sense, it is uniform and homogenous, especially with regard to race; 
and 3) It is the teleological endpoint of a kind of “correct” development and often appears as 
mastery in terms of skill, maturity or adulthood, and professionalization.  
The miniaturizing and underground perspectives facilitate readers’ and players’ 
imaginative control over as yet unseen fictional or speculative scenarios. These perspectives 
support a narrative development that is experimental, and like all well-conducted experiments, 
well-contained; they create a cognitive separation between potentially threatening intellectual 
ideas, historical possibilities, and possible modes of being in order to allow a series of events to 
develop and play out according to a set of given narrative constraints. In Wells’s gaming and 
literary texts, viewing a world in miniature facilitates a “miniaturizing” perspective which allows 
a viewer and/or player to approach and then order or taxonomize the unfamiliar. Morgan Fritz 
demonstrates how a miniaturizing perspective can be present in a text, despite the absence of 
miniatures. He offers that while Wells’s The New Machiavelli features actual war games played 
with miniatures, When the Sleeper Wakes30 deploys a “miniaturizing perspective” in order to 
                                                          
30 When the Sleeper Wakes “began as two different serialized versions in Harper’s Weekly (New York) and in The 
Graphic (London) from January to May 1899; both versions fed into a revision for the book edition of the same 
year…A decade later, Wells issued a revised book edition with a preface…and a new title, The Sleeper Awakes 
(1910)” (Stover 2).  
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allow the titular sleeper, Graham, to familiarize himself with the social, political, and economic 
structure of London in the year 2100 (Fritz 216). “Graham confronts a vertiginous panorama of 
twenty-first century London both miniaturized and in the early stages of revolutionary 
tumult…[he] manages to orient himself by forcing his gaze downward, viewing the cityscape in 
miniature instead of confronting its titanic aspect” (Fritz 216). Graham’s miniaturizing 
perspective permits him to understand and intellectually organize an otherwise overwhelming 
and disorienting perspective. “Viewed from above, the mechanics and organization of the future 
world rapidly become clear to Graham, allowing him to act with a degree of purpose” (Fritz 
216). The miniaturizing perspective, essentially an above-ground view, allows for mastery and 
purpose by ‘shrinking’ the problem.  
Interiority is one important shared aspect of the miniature and underground perspectives. 
Susan Stewart’s On Longing (1993) provides a helpful analysis of interiority as related to the 
miniature: “That the world of things can open itself to reveal a secret life—indeed, to reveal a set 
of actions and hence a narrativity and history outside the given field of perception is a constant 
daydream of the microscope: the daydream of life inside of life, of significance multiplied within 
significance” (Stewart 54). Both the miniature and the underground “assume an anthropocentric 
universe for its absolute sense of scale” (Stewart 56) – they center the human to play out 
scenarios that are concealed within the current moment. The miniature, like the underground, 
encourages narrative speculation, based on current circumstances: “there are no miniatures in 
nature; the miniature is a cultural product of an eye performing certain operations, manipulating, 
and attending in certain ways to, the physical world” (55). While underground spaces certainly 
occur in nature in ways that miniatures may not and both maintain a connection to the natural 
world – an unnatural distortion of the natural, whether that is the idealized, immortal miniature 
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infantryman or the underground, human-adjacent Morlock race – Wells’s underground 
perspective, like the miniature, is a narrative construction that allows a fictional scenario to be 
navigated within a particular set of rules. The Time Machine depicts an interiority, a secret life, 
to the human which bifurcates into one literally superficial race and in another, more directly 
threatening underground race; in Floor Games and Little Wars this otherwise secret interior 
space reveals through miniature figurines the nationalism and masculinity present within the 
domestic bounds of the home. 
 
The World in Miniature 
In 1910, independent UK publisher Frank Palmer approached Wells with an offer to write 
a book on children’s games. The editors of the most recent and most comprehensively annotated 
critical edition of the Little Wars indicate that Wells’s The New Machiavelli, a “semi-
autobiographical and controversial novel” serialized in 1910, was an influential factor in 
Palmer’s decision and cite the novel’s “multiple references to war games played by the main 
character, Dick Remington, and his friend Britten” (Lepianka and Stover). Palmer’s decision to 
reach out to Wells capitalized on the commercial popularity of both the subject and the author, as 
Wells was well-known in 1910 for not only The Time Machine, but The Island of Dr Moreau 
(1896), The War of the Worlds (1898), The Food of the Gods (1904), A Modern Utopia (1905), 
and Ann Veronica (1909). Wells accepted the offer and Floor Games first appeared in print in 
1911, complete with blue ink illustrations by J. R. Sinclair and Wells’s own photographs of the 
various fantastic locations he created with his sons. The eight photographs depict realistic cities 
and islands carefully constructed from blocks and cardboard, decorated with house plants and 
garden clippings, often with a hint of the location of the fantastic setting within the Wells 
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household. As seen in fig. 5, the photograph of Chamois City, parquet flooring, leather 
upholstery, and the faint suggestion of a doorway are visible; the clock in the city’s railway 
station is, upon closer inspection, a pocket watch. This cozy and familiar domestic setting, along 
with the text’s free-form suggestions for gaming scenarios, contribute to the remarkably warm 
and affable tone of Floor Games, an essentially playful text that acts as a how-to guide for adults 
and children. 
 
Figure 5: A miniature locale, Chamois City, from Floor Games (1976) (50). 
The publication of Little Wars31 soon followed, first appearing in Windsor Magazine in 
December 1912 and then in a 1913 edition from Palmer, once again accompanied by Sinclair’s 
                                                          
31 Little Wars is an incredibly influential work, despite its near complete lack of name recognition among popular 
audiences. Gary Gygax, creator of Dungeons & Dragons contributed a foreword to an edition of what he considers 
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evocative illustrations. The photographs in Little Wars are attributed to the “woman war-
correspondent, A. C. W., a daring ornament of her sex” – a fictionalized version of Amy 
Catherine Wells, better known as Jane, who wed Wells in 1895. Jane Wells’s participation in 
Little Wars’ creation is neither incidental nor a matter of convenience; rather, as I shall discuss 
later, her presence is a telling indication of the role that family and domestic life play in H. G. 
Wells’s gaming texts. Like the photographs from Floor Games, A. C. W.’s images depict 
carefully constructed locations. There is, however, a noticeable difference in the precision with 
which the fictional cities are constructed; whereas the wooden block buildings of Floor Games 
have whimsical air of improvisation and imagination, the structures in Little Wars are so lifelike 
and meticulously built that, upon first glance, it is easy for a viewer to forget that these structures 
are also made of toy components (see fig. 6). In addition to these photos, which can trick the 
viewer’s eye and suggest life-size cities, Little Wars also features several images of Wells and 
his opponent and fellow author Jerome K. Jerome in the process of setting up and playing the 
game – “giants in comparison to the miniature world they are creating,” as seen in fig. 7 below 
(Lepianka and Stover). The later book focuses exclusively on military games (as the title 
indicates), is more prescriptive than Floor Games in its account of gameplay, and, while Wells’s 
humor and ironic distance make for an amusing reading experience, it is quite serious in its 
commitment to pacifism. Both texts have visible political agendas, but it is safe to say the 
politics of Little Wars, with its forceful condemnation of actual, real-world violence and warfare, 
is more overt.  
                                                          
the “groundbreaking” book published in 2004 (xi). In 2013, The New York Times Book Review emphasized the 
influence of Little Wars on more contemporary board games, such as Axis and Allies (1984) and Blitzkrieg (1965). 
Jon Peterson argues that Little Wars is part of an ongoing wargaming tradition that includes Diplomacy (1959) and 
Magic: The Gathering (1993); games for early personal computers, such as Starfleet Orion (1978) and Computer 
Bismarck (1980); and the 1983 film WarGames (Wallace 31; Peterson 15, 29, 26-27). 
 






Figure 6: A miniature city depicted in Little Wars (1913) (10-11). Note the differences between figs. 5 and 6.  
 
 
Figure 7: H. G. Wells arranges a little war outdoors in Little Wars (1913) (18-19). 
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Sinclair’s illustrations in both texts emphasize Wells’s ironic humor and draw attention to 
the “tension between game and fiction that exists throughout Little Wars” and Floor Games 
(Lepianka and Stover, n. p.). Using language that demonstrates the role of race in these miniature 
games, one passage of Floor Games describes an imaginary scenario in which “negroid savages 
[who] are as bold as they are ferocious” go seafaring in “rude canoes, made simply of a strip of 
cardboard” (40). While Wells’s language is laden with the racism that depicts non-western 
peoples as inherently frightening, Sinclair’s illustration depicts a scene that is hardly so. Two 
figures, whose countenances are far from menacing and are downright inviting, are arranged in a 
shallow chocolate box which they paddle with what appear to be teaspoons. The ironic contrast 
between Sinclair’s image and Wells’s text produces a nostalgic sentimentality that demonstrates 
the importance of imagination in this type of play. Another set of illustrations depict a suffragist 
giving a speech to a miniature audience that includes a boy scout, a Native American, a black 
native, a saddled horse, and an uninterested elephant. Across the page, a well-dressed woman 
pushes a baby in a pram next to a pond featuring waterfowl and a sign that reads “It is dangerous 
to feed the ducks with lighted matches” (57; see fig. 8). The unexpected assemblage of the 
miniature audience, in combination with the sign, which implies that such an incident has 
occurred, evokes the whimsical mishaps of childhood play.  
 
Figure 8: A variety of scenarios and figures from Floor Games, (1976) (56-57).  
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In Little Wars, rather than working in tandem with the text as in Floor Games, the 
inherent humor of some illustrations undermines the gravity of Wells’s overt, serious investment 
in pacifism. The illustrations are integral to the overall text, “which is partially why current 
digital transcripts that fail to include the marginal illustrations do not accurately represent Little 
Wars” (Lepianka and Stover). While the photographs emphasize the realistic construction of the 
battlegrounds, Sinclair’s illustrations often feature soldiers in humorous situations that reinforce 
the fact that the text describes a game which takes place in a domestic setting; at one point an 
illustrated miniature general leads his troops to shelter behind an encyclopedia, at another, a 
soldier conceals a cannon behind a copy of Paradise Lost. The humor produced by the tension 
between illustration and text is disarming and allows readers to digest miniature violence that 
may otherwise be unpalatable; one such marginal illustration depicts an infantry soldier being 
neatly decapitated by a projectile; the result is both bleak and humorous (see fig. 9). Illustrations 
like this provide a necessary connection between the rigid gameplay and the imaginative aspect 
of Little Wars, highlighting a productive tension between the imaginary and the real that 
provides Wells the opportunity to discuss the importance of pacifism in a children’s game.  
 
Figure 9: A miniature infantryman wounded during the course of Little Wars (1913) (84).  
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The publication of these two volumes coincided with the rise in popularity of miniature 
toy figurines, commonly referred to as ‘miniatures,’ in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. German-manufactured lead soldiers became widely available in the 1880s and were 
popular well into the first decade of the twentieth century; however, as Wells notes, their size 
was not uniform and the quality of the figurines varied. Wells and other miniature gaming 
enthusiasts preferred miniatures from the UK company Britains, which began hollowcasting toy 
soldiers in lead in 1893, a process that made miniatures from Britains more affordable and thus 
more widely available than their German counterparts. 32, 33 Britains, whose miniatures gained 
great popularity due to their affordability, made an explicit effort to “foster the connection 
between the toys and the real world of war”; their advertisements and other publications 
“juxtaposed photographs of their toys alongside real life equivalents” (Brown 247). Along with 
the appearance of a wider variety of miniatures on the market, literature on miniature gaming 
began to appear. Additionally, Wells was not the only well-known author with publications on 
miniatures; in December 1898 Scribner’s Magazine published a 12-page article detailing Robert 
Louis Stevenson’s adventures in miniature war gaming, including “war correspondence from 
Stevenson’s notebook,” detailed sketches of battle plans, and concluding with “A Martial Elegy 
for Some Lead Soldiers” (711, 719). 
                                                          
32 Britains published their own miniature gaming pamphlet in 1908, entitled “The Great War Game for Young and 
Old,” although, as Jon Peterson notes, “the rules had many gaps and omissions” (11). 
 
33 From “Company History” section of Britain’s website:  
Hollowcasting was the process where molten lead was poured into a figure mould and before the entire 
figure could set some of the molten metal was poured back out again. What this process achieved was the 
lead would form a skin on the inside of the mould, but by pouring the molten lead back out again it would 
leave the figure hollow in the centre. There have been German figures discovered, predating 1893, which 
appear to be hollow, however it's W. Britain who really pushed this process into the mainstream and used it 
to their full advantage. With each figure containing less metal, the most expensive component in the figures 
at the time, W. Britain were able to achieve a lower retail price and thus compete with the more expensive 
German made figures from this period. (“Company History) 
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Floor Games emphasizes the imaginative work of worldbuilding in its descriptions of 
miniature game play (8). It is less of a rule book, and more of a collection of suggested 
guidelines for imaginative play: Wells writes “The setting out of the city is half the game. Then 
you devise the incidents” (76). It promotes a loosely-structured, improvisational approach to 
play; “as Wells well knew, setting out the game was at least half the fun” (Smith 131). The 
book’s opening chapter “The Toys to Have” details the necessary elements for the game. These 
include, in addition to miniature soldiers, miniature “sailors, railway porters, civilians, and the 
lower animals”; large, sturdy wooden bricks not generally found in toyshops – “How utterly we 
despise the silly little bricks of the toyshops! They are too small to make a decent home for even 
the poorest lead soldiers”; carpenter-made boards and planks to form the foundation of the game 
setting; and miniature railways of uniform size (8, 20, 28). The following chapters, “The Game 
of the Wonderful Islands,” “Of the Building of Cities,” and “Funiculars, Marble Towers, Castles 
and War Games but Very Little of War Games” detail the kinds of scenarios and fantastic locales 
Wells and his sons, styled Captains G. P. W. and F. R. W., constructed out of these materials in 
their nursery at Spade House in Sandgate, Kent.  
The structure of play depicted in Floor Games is open-ended and facilitates a narrative 
generated in the act of imaginative play, which is dependent upon the material arrangement of 
the game pieces. Wells writes “it is never quite the same game, never” because the game is set up 
each time according to the players’ wishes (46). While this essential variability could apply to 
both games, it is notable that unlike Little Wars, Floor Games contains no instructions, merely 
suggestions and examples. It is also clear that floor games are meant to be adapted to the 
imaginations and interests of the children and childlike adults who play them. For instance, 
Wells indicates that games are structured around the personal preferences of his two sons, 
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whether or not those preferences accurately reflect the world beyond their nursery: “We always 
build twin cities…because two of us always want, both of them, to be mayors and municipal 
councils, and it makes for local freedom and happiness to arrange it so” (51). While there is a 
veneer of fairness in each child getting to rule over his city, the children’s preferences (to rule) 
take precedence over the accuracy of the worlds they depict. Wells goes on to demonstrate how 
the various floor games might be adapted to suit the particular interests of the players: “it 
demands but the slightest exercise of the imagination to devise a hundred additions and 
variations of the scheme. You can make picture-galleries—great fun for small boys who can 
draw; you can make factories; you can plan out flower-gardens—which appeals very strongly to 
intelligent little girls” (74).  
The miniature is an ideal vehicle for this type of narrative-based play. Susan Stewart 
explains: 
 The toy is the physical embodiment of fiction: it is a device for fantasy, a point of 
beginning for narrative. The toy opens an interior world, lending itself to fantasy and 
privacy in a way that the abstract space, the playground, of social play does not. To toy 
with something is to manipulate it, to try it out within sets of context, none of which is 
determinative. (56) 
The type of imaginative play Wells advocates emphasizes collaboration while allowing each 
child her own desires, letting her map her fantasies onto the real world and pursue a narrative 
that develops according to play. Additionally, this open-structured gameplay emphasizes the 
political values that inform Wells’s pacifism—fairness, peaceful citizenship, social 
accountability – the values that he believes will create good British citizens who are opposed to 
warfare. 
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The narrative of Little Wars is more structured and therefore requires a more specific set 
of guidelines to lead readers and players to Wells’s desired outcome of pacifist politics. A more 
“complex, codified” game than the earlier Floor Games, it provides specific rules and detailed 
variations of miniature wargames that, though they instruct players in “tin murder,” are designed 
to lead players to the conclusion that actual warfare is “a blundering thing” to be avoided 
(Lepianka and Stover; LW 9, 100). Structurally, there are some similarities between the two. 
They both account for the development of the games they describe, thereby creating an emerging 
genre of game development with a speculative element that is related to the nascent genre of 
science fiction; notably, Wells and fellow scientific romance author and R. L. Stevenson are 
among authors of war gaming fictions that are still read today. While Little Wars provides 
detailed instructions for wargames, it does so in the hopes that enjoying the game itself will 
subvert the violent urges (coded as inherently masculine) that Wells indicates lead to real-world 
warfare. The text functions as both gameplay instruction and “homeopathic remedy for the 
imaginative strategist” (Wells 97).  
Little Wars is a slim volume is divided into six sections: 1) “Of the Legendary Past,” 
which contextualizes miniature war gaming within a longer history (8); 2) “The Beginnings of 
Modern Little Warfare,” a unique chapter which describes how Wells conceived and refined the 
game through trial and error, “an early version of a development diary,” according to Esther 
MacCallum-Stewart (557); (3) Wells gives the terms of play in “The Rules,” including the 
selection of “sides,” the “moves” of the various soldiers and weapons, directions for hand-to-
hand combat and capturing of soldiers, variations on the game, and the composition of the 
miniature armies; (4) Among the most unusual chapters is “The Battle of Hook’s Farm,” in 
which Wells adopts the persona of General H. G. W. to narrate an example of play for the 
  70 
 
purpose of demonstrating how the rules given in the previous chapter might play out; (5) 
“Extensions and Amplifications of Little War” describes how players might elaborate on the 
simplified version of the game presented in the previous chapter by increasing the number of 
players and the sizes of their armies, taking their game outside to introduce an element of 
“uncertaint[y]” to the accuracy of cannon-fire due to weather, or creating a team of players with 
a general, commanders, batteries, and specialized brigades (7); in the final chapter, entitled 
“Ending with a Sort of Challenge,” Wells hands responsibility for the game to the reader while 
reasoning that Little Wars acts as a substitute for actual military violence and serves the purpose 
of promoting pacificism. The text cleverly utilizes both gameplay and game materials to 
underscore “the futility and arbitrariness of battle” (Peterson 11). The Britains miniatures that 
Wells favors are “bulky figures that are likely to topple their fellows if they fall” and the rules of 
play for Little Wars skew toward destructive outcomes: “When opposing forces meet, they 
simply kill one another in equal number…Soldiers have no capability to fire at range, and it 
plays as if they simply fall on one another’s bayonets” (11). For Wells, the realism of the 
wargame does not lie in its correspondence to or near-perfect replication of warfare, but in 
reproducing warfare’s devastating consequences through rules designed for maximum 
destruction.  
The book’s appendix, “Little Wars and Kriegspiel [sic],” places Little Wars within the 
larger and longer history of wargames and Kriegsspiel, a game that combined education, military 
strategy, and entertainment. Added after the initial periodical publication in Windsor Magazine, 
the appendix acknowledges Wells’s debt to Kriegsspiel while seeking to distinguish the anti-war 
goals of Little Wars from games that were intended to assist with actual military training. “If 
Great War is to be played at all,” he claims, “the better it is played the more humanely it will be 
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done. I see no inconsistency in deploring the practice while perfecting the method” (101). His 
goal is not realism for its own sake, rather, “the nearer Kriegsspiel approaches to an actual small 
model of war, not only in its appearance but in its emotional and intellectual tests, the better it 
will serve its purpose of trial and education” (111). Kriegsspiel is remarkable for its addition of 
narrative and worldbuilding elements to existing strategy games, such as chess. Developed by 
Johan Christian Ludwig Hellwig in the late 18th century, Kriegsspiel sought to add strategic 
military elements to the more abstract game of chess, resulting in new kind of wargame that 
referred to modern military branches and weaponry and represented military maneuvers more 
closely. Two goals drove Hellwig’s innovation: “to ‘serve students’ of warfare, but also ‘to 
provide, to those who need no instruction, a pleasant entertainment’” (Peterson 5) 34. One of 
Hellwig’s major innovations was to introduce varied settings to the game of chess, so that the 
squares represented “mountains, water, or forests” (Peterson 5). This innovation allowed players 
to construct imaginary settings to suit their interests. Hellwig “did not dictate a fixed landscape 
constrained to any particular type of battle, but instead provided tools that would permit players 
to design a terrain matching any historical, cotemporary, or even imaginary space – to craft their 
own setting” (Peterson 5). Further developments and variations included developments in scale 
so that game maneuvers more closely resembled real-world maneuvers and, in one case, the 
replacement of the gameboard with a sand table to introduce an element of chance. These 
advances, which were intended to make Kriegsspiel more realistic, often did so by encouraging 
speculation and imagination on the part of the players. In providing narrative elements, such as 
                                                          
34 Peterson quotes from Hellwig’s 1803 publication, Versuch eines aufs Schachspiel gebaueten taktischen Spiels von 
zwey und mehreren Personen zu spielen, which Peterson translates as Attempt to build upon chess a tactical game 
which two or more persons might play.  
  72 
 
landscape and maneuvers, Kriegsspiel introduced productive boundaries that allowed the 
development of narrative within gameplay.  
Notably, the Little Wars’s appendix is insistent that Little Wars is distinct from 
Kriegsspiel but concedes that adapting Wells’s original rules to more closely resemble 
Kriegsspiel is still in keeping with the pacifist agenda of Little Wars. In making Little Wars and 
Kriegsspiel more closely resemble one another, the resulting game is more “realistic” – both in 
its representation of miniature warfare and in its destructive outcomes. Thus, the appendix 
corrects for the lack of an “equivalent for rifle fire” by adjusting the projectiles used by the guns 
and gives suggestions for “a practical imitation of the effect of rifle-fire” (102). Such changes 
improved the games by making them more realistic: “We place this rough sketch of a Kriegspiel 
[sic] entirely at the disposal of any military men whose needs and opportunities enable them to 
work it out and to make it into an exacter and more realistic game” (110). One of the most 
interesting observations about this new Kriegsspiel-Little Wars hybrid is the kind of adaptive 
narrative invention that we see taking root in Floor Games: “Whenever possible, death should be 
by actual gun- and rifle-fire and not by computation. Things should happen and not be decided” 
(110, emphasis mine). This hybrid game “is a game like real war, played against time, and 
played under circumstances of considerable excitement, and it is remarkable how elastic the 
measurements of quite honest and honorable men can become” (110-111). The constructs of 
gameplay – the time allotted for each turn, the maneuvers available to the players – provide 
artificial boundaries that produce the effect of genuine warfare. The narrative structure of the 
game ultimately reflects the intended intellectual journey Wells constructs for his readers and 
players; he concludes: 
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Great War is at present…not only the most expensive game in the universe, but it is a 
game all out of proportion. Not only are the masses of men and material and suffering 
and inconvenience too monstrously big for reason, but – the available heads we have for 
it, are too small. That, I think, is the most pacific realization conceivable, and Little War 
brings you to it as nothing else but Great War can do. (100) 
The miniature, idealized version of the soldier is the optimal vehicle for Wells’s pacifist 
ideology. The diminutive lead soldiers represent flawless, impossible bodies free of variation, 
immune to injury, and immortal: Isaac Asimov describes them as “men that neither bleed nor 
suffer, guns that do not destroy, strategies that cannot be based on human misery, and, most of 
all, generals who are not murderers.” Before a narrative is applied to them, they have no 
individual identity. Britains continued producing miniatures sporting their emblematic red coats, 
such as those depicted in Little Wars, “even after 1902 when the British army abandoned its red 
coats in favour of khaki service dress [.] …[T]hese simply armed, brightly-colored figures 
fighting battles in which the casualties could be resurrected for further conflict must have served 
to obscure rather than clarify the true nature of modern warfare” (Brown 247). Ultimately, the 
miniature figurines are blank slates on which players may comfortably construct narrative 
scenarios that in actual size would be violent tragedies, but when rendered in miniature are safely 
contained within the confines of gameplay with no chance of tainting lived experience. Susan 
Stuart confirms, 
The miniature, linked to nostalgic versions of childhood and history, presents a 
diminutive, and thereby manipulatable, version of experience, a version which is 
domesticated and protected from contamination. It marks the pure body, the inorganic 
body of the machine and its repetition of death that is thereby not a death. (69)  
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Miniatures allow players to create a version of events, to critically approach concepts and 
occurrences and play them out differently, according to terms of their own or terms dictated by 
their particular narrative – in Wells’s case, game play. “Scale is established by means of a set of 
correspondences to the familiar…the miniature is the notation of the moment and the moment’s 
consequences” (Stewart 46). Playing out these events to scale permits a meaningful 
correspondence between lived or real-world experience and speculative experience. 
 
Tin Men and More Intelligent Sorts of Girls 
As discussed in Chapter One of this dissertation, the modes at work in underground 
literature create the conditions of possibility for speculative and alternative social constructs. 
While Wells offers critiques of nationalism and empire (despite his ethnocentrism) in Floor 
Games and Little Wars, he merely recapitulates the social formations of early twentieth-century 
gender. The miniature, like the underground is a speculative geography with political 
consequences. Consider the humorous subtitle of Little Wars: A Game for Boys from Twelve 
Years of Age to One Hundred and Fifty and for that More Intelligent Sort of Girls Who Like 
Boys’ Games and Books with an Appendix on Kriegspiel [sic]. Of course, the title of the book is 
cheeky and signals the text’s light approach to what readers will find to be a more serious 
ideological commitment to pacifism – but the book’s commitment to its ideological principles 
indicates that though the title’s approach to gender is lighthearted and humorous, it is sincere in 
its hierarchization of gender. Masculinity, as it often does, functions as the default state of 
gender. Defined in relation to the boys of the title, the girls are “more intelligent” presumably 
than the girls who are not interested in boy’s games. Both boys and girls may play the game, but 
Little Wars is a boy’s game and a boy’s book. “It can be played by boys of every age from 
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twelve to one hundred fifty – and even later if the limbs remain sufficiently supple, – by girls of 
the better sort, and by a few rare and gifted women” (LW 7). Wells’s joke rests on the 
accessibility of the game to everyone, even less able and competent beings like extraordinarily 
old men or gifted women. Any mostly-able bodied man, even those who live to impossible ages, 
is capable of playing, not just the “better sort”. Only “a few” women have the capacity. The 
title’s joke inherently compares girls and women who enjoy “men’s things” to the type that do 
not and finds the former group, the group with interests similar to those of men, “more 
intelligent.”35 The acceptable standard is masculine; the range of masculine acceptability is wider 
and far more varied than the range of acceptability that Wells offers to women.  
 Unlike Little Wars, Floor Games does not announce its gender politics in its title, but 
Wells does not shy away from demonstrating how the miniature worlds of Floor Games reflect 
the gender politics of the day. Miniature women are among a rather varied group of 
disenfranchised miniatures. Even in the remarkable setting of the miniature, some social 
structures remain realistic. Miniature voting rights are reserved for white, Western, able-bodied 
men:  
Only citizens with two legs and at least one arm and capable of standing up may 
vote…boy scouts and women and children do not vote, though there is vigorous 
movement to remove these disabilities. Zulus and foreign looking persons, such as East 
Indian cavalry and American Indians are also disenfranchised. So are riderless horses and 
                                                          
35 Contemporary readers might be reminded of popular author Gillian Flynn’s deconstruction of the “cool girl” trope 
in Gone Girl (Crown, 2012): 
Men always say that as the defining compliment, don’t they? She’s a cool girl. Being the Cool Girl means I 
am a hot, brilliant, funny woman who adores football, poker, dirty jokes, and burping, who plays video 
games, drinks cheap beer, loves threesomes and anal sex, and jams hot dogs and hamburgers into her 
mouth like she’s hosting the world’s biggest culinary gang bang while somehow maintaining a size 2, 
because Cool Girls are above all hot. Hot and understanding. Cool Girls never get angry; they only smile in 
a chagrined, loving manner and let their men do whatever they want. Go ahead, shit on me, I don’t mind, 
I’m the Cool Girl. (222) 
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camels; but the elephant has never attempted to vote on any occasion and does not seem 
to desire the privilege. (54)36 
Wells’s humor indicates that his representation of voting rights in the miniature world is part of 
his social critique. The association of women with physically and politically “incomplete” 
bodies, both male and female children, non-white figures, and animals often used in the service 
of humans demonstrates how Floor Games – and the Western society it satirizes – defines 
masculinity in terms of femininity’s deficiencies. Masculinity, in this text and in the others 
featured in this chapter, is whole, mature, white, and not subservient. The masculine ideal that 
Wells’s satire reproduces is socially valuable and must therefore be preserved; this investment in 
masculinity is at the heart of the pacifism of the texts under discussion in this chapter.  
 
Violence and Domesticity 
To preserve the integrity of ideal masculinity, violence and domesticity – which are 
framed as the boundaries of the appropriately masculine – must be in balance; Wells depicts the 
domestic as a calm, controlled, setting and the violent as more chaotic, turbulent, and destructive. 
The Time Machine demonstrates the potential outcome of a masculinity that strays too far into 
the comfort of the domestic through the example of the degenerated Eloi who have become a 
domesticated food source, living among “ruinous splendor” and no longer adhering to a nuclear 
family structure – “the single house, and possibly even the household, had vanished” (87, 88). 
Directly following his observation that domestic structure has become unrecognizable, the Time 
Traveller realizes that it is difficult to distinguish sex among the Eloi due to “same form of 
costume, the same soft hairless visage, and the same girlish rotundity of limb” among genders 
                                                          
36 See fig. 8. 
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(88). The dissolution of domesticity appears to have coincided with the loss of differentiation in 
secondary sex characteristics. The lack of violence and abundance of security has wiped away 
visible masculinity among the Eloi: “Where violence comes but rarely and offspring are secure 
there is less necessity—indeed there is no necessity—of an efficient family, and the 
specialization of the sexes with reference to their children’s needs disappears” (89). This 
indulgent life of ease, a degenerated domesticity, puts the Eloi at great risk; their indolence has 
rendered them as a valuable domesticated food source, “mere fatted cattle,” for the future subset 
of humanity that has tended toward violence rather than domesticity – the Morlocks (125). A 
review in the Daily Chronicle confirms that the gendered associations of the class dynamics 
between the Eloi and Morlocks were not lost on contemporary audiences:  
This fissure of cleavage between the classes and the masses…has become a great 
gulf…the powers of mind and body which are distinctively manly have perished in ages 
of disuse, and they have become frail, listless, pleasure-loving children. The workers, on 
the other hand, have become brutalised, bleached, ape-like creatures, who live 
underground and toil for their effeminate lords. (“Pilgrim” 271) 
The Morlocks’ tendency toward violence, indicated by a central human taboo of cannibalism, 
marks them as “inhuman sons of men” (125). Their cannibalism is figured as cruelty because 
their violence has made them somehow more inhuman than the Eloi, who “had kept too much of 
the human form not to claim [the Time Traveller’s] sympathy” (125). Somewhere between the 
violence and cruelty of the Morlocks and the degenerate indulgence of the Eloi is the 
‘appropriate’ balance between the domestic and the violent.  
The miniature worlds and battles Wells depicts in Floor Games and Little Wars operate 
within a domestic setting, whether indoors on a nursery floor or on a manicured lawn; any 
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inciting incidents occurring within these miniature worlds are conducted from within a safe, 
contained, and symbolically female space.37 These settings allow readers and players to play out 
more disruptive, violent scenarios than they may otherwise be inclined to entertain. According to 
Wells, floor games require a specific domestic space; the book opens with the declaration “the 
jolliest indoor games for boys and girls demand a floor, and the home that has no floor upon 
which games may be played falls so far short of happiness” (FG 9)38. This domestic setting is 
hyper-present in his first book on miniature play and so too is the implication of familial bliss; 
both gaming texts, particularly Floor Games, “were clearly for small children and their parents to 
play, using imagination and creativity to their fullest sense” (Smith 131). Wells portrays the very 
objects of play as markers of love and familial attention: “Nothing is more indicative of the 
wambling sort of parent and a coterie of witless, worthless uncles than a heap of railway toys of 
different gauges and natures in the children’s playroom” (29). 
While less central to the gaming narrative of Little Wars, domesticity still remains as a 
facilitator for a kind of imaginary, useful violence that is intended to demonstrate the value of 
pacifism. Like Floor Games before it, Little Wars is a family affair. In addition to Jane Wells’s 
involvement as photographer, “The Battle of Hook’s Farm,” in which Wells gives a narrativized 
example of gameplay, has a domestic and biographic connection for Wells. In his introduction to 
the edition of Little Wars published by the Arms and Armor press in 1970, Christopher Ellis 
identifies a potential link between the little battle staged at the fictional Hook’s Farm and 
“Hook’s Way, a tiny inn-cum-smallholding nestled in the Sussex Downs, just a mile or two from 
Uppark, the big country home where Wells’s mother was a housekeeper and he spent part of his 
                                                          
37 It is worth noting that these descriptors might also be used for many fictional underground spaces.  
 
38 In the Floor Games manuscript, Wells has removed “children” in favor of “boys and girls,” a choice which, 
regardless of intention, emphasizes gender and also specifically includes female children. 
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childhood” (Ellis). The domestic settings in the miniature gaming books work to keep a check 
upon the destructive urges, cultivating strength and manliness in the boys, girls, and adult men 
who play Wells’s games. “Upon such a floor may be made an infinitude of imaginative games 
not only keeping boys and girls happy for days together, but building up a framework of 
spacious and inspiring ideas in them for after life. The men of to-morrow will gain new strength 
from nursery floors” (10). While Wells pictures both boys and girls learning important social 
lessons on the nursery floor, the opportunity to apply those lessons is granted only to the children 
who will become men. 
While Floor Games was strongly connected to domestic space, Little Wars calls for more 
of a separation of the game from the domestic space, while still being dependent upon it. In 
explaining why the game eventually made its way out of doors, Wells writes, “the room in which 
the game had its beginnings was subject to the invasion of callers, alien souls, trampling skirt-
skirt swishers, chatterers, creatures unfavorably impressed by the spectacle of two middle aged-
men playing with ‘toy soldiers’ in the floor, and very heated and excited about it” (16). Wells 
pokes fun at the fact that grown men are playing games, but still there is the sense that the 
domestic goings-on and not the men’s gameplay are the nuisance. The movement of the 
wargames to the outdoors demonstrates the subtle shift in the role of domestic space in the 
gamebooks; Little Wars is perhaps best described as domestic-adjacent. Whereas Floor Games 
took place within the house proper and players were both children and adults (with the children’s 
interests prioritized), Little Wars depicts the game as taking place in a particular part of the 
house, and as taking place between adult men (though, of course “that more intelligent sort of 
girl” may still be interested). A common commitment among the three texts that are the focus of 
this chapter is the preservation, refinement, and improvement of the white British male – but not 
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to the point of degenerated Eloi indolence. In order to do so, violence and domesticity must 
maintain a certain balance or risk destruction. Little Wars depicts a great deal of violence and 
devastation, all visited upon miniature bodies distinctly coded as Western and British. 
 
 Uniformity and Homogeneity  
 British nationalism and the inability or impossibility of seeing beyond British national 
identity (or comprehending a national identity that is not British), indicate the second marker of 
masculinity in Wells’s miniature and underground works: homogeneity. The Time Machine, too, 
takes care to indicate that the men in the novel are distinct (if underdeveloped) characters, 
whereas both the Eloi and Morlocks are mostly indistinguishable from one another. The 
masculinity of Wells’s wargames is essentially uniform; it is a fantasy of Britishness that is 
tightly regimented and codified by the rules of play. Masculinity adheres closely to Wells’s 
script, rarely deviating from the confines of the bodies of identical toy soldiers who are made 
uniform by the miniature uniforms they wear.  
  While Floor Games features a variety of non-white characters, Little Wars is curiously 
devoid of non-white miniatures and the colonial violence associated with the army of the British 
empire. Masculinity and homogeneity are bound together through the notion of superiority. 
Though William Britain’s toy soldiers “came in sets of opposing armies, and their production 
provides a virtual catalog of European and extra-European conflict between 1895 and 1914” 
(Brown 245), all the figures depicted in text or image in Little Wars depict British soldiers, save 
one sole image of a bare-chested, barefoot, bearded figure dressed in a loincloth and holding a 
bow facing the book’s opening section39 (see fig 10). Uniform, homogenous masculinity is self-
                                                          
39 The figure is unique among the other illustrated figures, who are less dynamic and more representative of toy 
soldiers; the only other figure depicted in this manner is “General H. G. W. of the Blue Army” in the Hook’s Farm 
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interested and self-preserving; it is a pacifist masculinity, but not for altruistic reasons, which 
should come as no surprise given Wells’s well-documented appreciation for the brand of social 
Darwinism promoted by T. H. Huxley. It has no interest in preserving the other – whether that 
other be non-masculine or incorrectly masculine – rather, it is interested in preserving valuable 
individuals such as well-educated, active white men, boys, and the better “sort of girls.”  
 
Figure 10: Illustration by J. R. Sinclair in Little Wars (1913) depicting a figure in a loincloth,  
an anomaly among the rest of the text’s red-coated soldiers (7). 
 
One might say that Little Wars even offers up a utopian version of war since it works 
toward setting up a battle among equals. The little wars staged according to Wells’s rules 
are not representations of an Imperial Britain against indigenous peoples resisting 
colonization, nor are they even battles of Waterloo, between two distinct yet Western 
powers. Instead Little Wars can be most accurately understood as a battle between two 
Englands before modern war technologies. (Lepianka and Stover) 
Each emphasis on uniformity in Little Wars is apparent in the setup of the games; one rule 
specified that each player is permitted “to set up his forces as he wished behind a curtain so that 
when the game began, it began without much knowledge of the other side. The only thing 
                                                          
section, a figure who is intended to caricature Wells as miniature military man, complete with furrowed brow and 
moustaches that, were they to scale, would likely extend six inches past the shoulder. Given that the only other non-
toy soldier figure is General H. G. W., and that the bare-chested man has shot an arrow through a jug with the 
initials “JRS”, I suspect that this is illustrator J. R. Sinclair’s autobiographical sketch, though I can find no evidence 
to directly support this hypothesis.  
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[Wells] specified was an equal force available to each of the players” (Smith 132). This emphasis 
on rules and fairness in (little) military operations is certainly in keeping with Wells’s versions of 
ideal futures; which Morgan Fritz describes as a “cosmopolitan world state founded by a 
militaristic global conspiracy, the Samurai. The outcome of the Samurais’ campaign would be a 
homogenous world culture, with English becoming the primary language” (211). Wells’s ideal 
future is militaristic and uniquely homogenous.  
Wells’s pacifism in Little Wars is conservative in a literal sense; it seeks to conserve the 
homogenous miniature soldiers that are analogous to actual men, so that they and the masculinity 
and national identity they represent may be preserved. The anachronistic tendencies of Wells’s 
game serve the dual purpose of romanticizing a certain kind of national masculinity and 
conserving toy soldiers. Kenneth Brown explains:  
The ethos of the competitive game, with its overtones of manliness, rules and discipline, 
and clearly delineated teams, was one which many of the two and a half million 
volunteers carried with them to France in 1914 and 1915. It was an ethos which was 
intimately connected and had one of its roots firmly in the lead soldier factories of 
contemporary Edwardian England. (248)  
Anachronistic weaponry and warfare make for “a comparatively harmless war” between 
miniatures (Peterson 11). Wells’s instructions for gunfire preserve the toy soldiers, whereas Gary 
Gygax recalls that before he began using and improvising on Wells’s rules, he simply destroyed 
the miniatures he played with: “Unlike the wise Wells – who used toothpick missiles when he 
fired his miniature artillery pieces—we employed ladyfinger firecrackers, fuses lit, and those 
explosives proved to be detrimental to toy soldiers. Casualties were high!” (xii). In Wells’s more 
idealized and perhaps utopian version of war, all materials are infinitely reusable, the strict rules 
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having removed the possibility of destruction from the process of war. In the absence of 
destruction, players of not only of Little Wars, but of Floor Games as well, are able to distance 
themselves from the violence of warfare, while replicating a version of it. The anachronisms of 
Gygax’s own game, Dungeons & Dragons, have a similar effect: “removing wargames from 
modern conflicts like Vietnam had a certain appeal for a country weary of the ambiguities and 
atrocities shown in the daily media – monsters like orcs are intrinsically evil, and players could 
slaughter them without moral quandaries” (Peterson 21). But there are no intrinsically evil 
characters in Little Wars, rather the destructive properties of warfare itself are what Wells 
characterizes as evil. The eighteenth-century overtones of Wells’s game creates a distance 
between the players and the miniature havoc they wreak, a distance from which readers and 
players might perceive the futility of warfare. Little Wars is “no modern affair,” certainly not in 
its depiction of warfare – though there may be other ‘modern’ aspects about it – “it feels a 
century behind its publication date – which is a curious charge to level at a futurist” (Peterson 
11). These three texts are conservative in the sense that they seek to conserve the masculinity 
that serves to protect and demonstrate a possible future national identity, as well as to conserve 
the superiority of Western peoples.  
 
Mastery, Professionalization, and Adulthood  
The masculinity deemed valuable in the three texts that are the focus of this chapter is 
depicted as the goal of a kind of correct development. The Time Machine features, though 
“features” may be too strong a word, only two named characters: Filby, “an argumentative 
person with red hair” and minor character; and Weena, the protagonist’s Eloi companion. In 
addition to the Time Traveller, the novel’s characters include the Psychologist, the Provincial 
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Mayor, the Medical Man, the Editor “of a well-known daily journal,” and the Journalist; the 
remaining unnamed non-professionals are the Silent Man and the Very Young Man (70). This 
coterie of male professionals suggests 1) that profession is so powerful a stand-in for masculinity 
that individual names become unnecessary or markers of lesser beings – those who are Very 
Young, Silent, or female; 2) that being Very Young is more central to an individual’s identity 
than a profession (or lack thereof), thereby aligning youth and immaturity with amateurism; and 
3) that mastery, professionalization, and adulthood are markers of masculinity and manliness 
whereas their opposites – incompetence or ignorance, amateurishness, and childhood – 
demonstrate manliness’s absence.  
To this end, Wells demonstrates the inhumanity of the Morlocks and Eloi, and 
specifically the unmasculine or feminized nature of the Eloi by disrupting the adult/child 
spectrum and associating it with mastery and professionalization. The feminization of the Eloi, it 
should be noted, coincides with their non-working, literally upper-class status. They are 
described as unskilled, uneducated, feminine, and easily fatigued (86). The distinction between 
adults and children is very subtle; “The children seemed to my eyes to be but the miniatures of 
their parents” (88). Furthermore, the Time Traveller notices the lack of industry among the Eloi; 
professional skill, a marker of masculinity and working-class status, is concealed underground in 
this future world. It is hidden away, violent, and destructive; “Man had not remained one species 
but had differentiated into two distinct animals” – the “graceful children of the upper world” and 
the “bleached, obscene, nocturnal Thing” of the underworld (109, emphasis mine). The workings 
of the future world are concealed underground, which the Time Traveller notes as a similarity to 
his contemporary London; “There is a tendency to utilize underground space for the less 
ornamental purposes of civilization” (109). The most noticeable qualities of the Eloi (childlike, 
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feminine, indolent, etc.) are characteristics that are extraneous, while those qualities of the 
Morlocks that are most noticeable are necessary; however, because both the extraneous and the 
necessary have been allowed to develop unimpeded the future represented in The Time Machine 
has little resembling Wells’s ideal of masculinity.  
Floor Games is primarily associated with childhood (especially boyhood), and 
amateurism while Little Wars is more strongly associated with adulthood and 
professionalization. While Floor Games hints at conflict, Little Wars is “a more deliberate 
attempt on Wells’s part to channel competitive spirit into organized activity” – a difference 
which indicates a spectrum of maturity for both the games themselves and those who would play 
them (Smith 131). 40 The pleasantly haphazard assemblages of miniatures in Floor Games 
become controlled settings and regiments; Wells laments in Floor Games that miniatures “suffer 
from an exaggerated curse of militarism, and even the grocer wears epaulets” (20-21). Whereas 
the mastery represented by military uniform was generally out of place in the worlds of Floor 
Games, it is a requirement of the later text. For the worldbuilding of Floor Games Wells sees a 
large cast of non-professional and non-military miniatures as necessary. “We have ‘beefeaters,’ 
Indians, Zulus…dogs, cats, lions, tigers, horses, camels, cattle, and elephants of a reasonably 
corresponding size…railway porters…some soldiers we bought in Hesse-Darmstadt that we pass 
of on an unsuspecting home world as policemen. But we want civilians very badly” (FG 25). 
Wells goes so far as to reframe himself in this role as not author but also authority, claiming “I 
write now as if I were Consul-General in Toyland, noting new opportunities for trade” (FG 26). 
Wells, like his sons, Captains F. R. W. and G. P. W. is in a position of power in these miniature 
worlds. This sense of mastery intersects with the concept of uniformity in “The Game of the 
                                                          
40 “Sometimes we have an election for mayor; it is like census but very abusive and red always wins” (FG 53).  
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Wonderful Islands,” wherein Wells’s text reflects the connection between professionalization 
and masculinity in wider society. In addition to the miniature natives, the island is populated 
with pear-trees, “which have attracted the white settlers” (FG 41). This small detail indicates that 
these imaginary natives do not cultivate their crops or at least, in the eyes of the miniature white 
settlers, they do not.  
Little Wars depicts the development from childhood to adulthood through the relationship 
to military and political matters. Wells confesses in Experiment in Autobiography (1934) “Up to 
1914, I found a lively interest in playing a war game… I like to think I grew up out of that stage 
somewhen between 1916 and 1920 and began to think about war as a responsible adult should” 
(76). While this commentary on Little Wars is often a minor piece of critics’ analyses of Wells’s 
war games and is clearly influenced by the occasion of WWI, the appearance of the author’s 
observation in “Puerile View of the World, 1878-89”, a section from the book’s third chapter, 
“Schoolboy” and its proximity to other comments linking warfare and the regular development 
of children into adults is surprisingly overlooked:  
In those days I had ideas about Aryans extraordinarily like Mr. Hitler's. The more I hear 
of him the more I am convinced that his mind is almost the twin of my thirteen year old 
mind in 1879; but heard through a megaphone and—implemented… In fact Adolf Hitler 
is nothing more than one of my thirteen year old reveries come real. A whole generation 
of Germans has failed to grow up. (75-76)  
Wells’s comments place political development alongside childhood development; he indicates 
that children are naturally speculative and experimental. Their political understanding is 
immature; immature political commitments in adults are not safely contained to game spaces and 
therefore much more destructive. 
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So much for the Hitlerite stage of my development, when I was a sentimentalist, a 
moralist, a patriot, a racist, a great general in dreamland, a member of a secret society, an 
immortal figure in history, an impulsive fork thrower and a bawling self-righteous kicker 
of domestic shins. I will now go on to tell as well as I can how this pasty-faced little 
English Nazi escaped his manifest destiny of mean and hopeless employment, and got to 
that broader view of life and those opportunities that have at last made this autobiography 
possible. (80) 
If the militarism and mastery that Little Wars encourages goes unchecked, immature ideas of 
nationalism may result in real-world violence and destruction. In an introduction to Little Wars, 
Isaac Asimov, writing with the advantage of hindsight, observes that in the Great War “all were 
amateurs, yet all were under the delusion they were generals, and the combination was deadly” 
(Asimov).  
The miniature soldiers are described in terms emphasizing both their professional status 
and their maturity. Wells writes of the English-made soldiers, pictured in fig. 11, “[t]hey stand 
two inches high and look you broadly in the face, and they have the movable arms and alert 
intelligence of scientifically exercised men” (24). The interaction between Wells’s text and 
Sinclair’s line drawings in Floor Games humorously emphasizes the superiority of the Britains 
soldiers; “there has been an enormous improvement in our national physique,” writes Wells (23). 
The accompanying image depicts two facing rows of toy grenadiers decked out in their 
formidable ceremonial bearskin caps. The soldiers on the left are assembled under a tidy sign 
reading “Made in Germany,” while their counterparts are identified as “English make.” This, 
however is not the only difference. The bare-faced German miniatures are diminutive in 
comparison to the English soldiers, whose legs are cast in a mid-stride position and sport 
  88 
 
moustaches suspiciously similar to Wells’s own, suggesting that they are both more active and 
mature in their miniature masculinity. The English miniatures in Sinclair’s image are nearly 
double the size of the German miniatures, which barely come to the midpoint of the English 
soldiers’ torsos. This difference, in addition to Wells’s implication that the toy soldiers’ superior 
and more overtly masculine physique is distinctly British—“ours”—effectively associates 
Britishness and masculinity.  
 
Figure 11: Illustration from Floor Games (1976) depicting robust, mustachioed English soldiers  
and their diminutive German counterparts (23). 
 
Further, Wells’s articulation of his own position on the spectrum of mastery reveals his 
nuanced ideas about the intersections of mastery and pacifism. “[Little Wars] is not a book upon 
Kriegsspiel. It gives merely a game that may be played by two or four or six amateurish persons 
in an afternoon and evening with toy soldiers (101, emphasis mine). This seems to categorize 
Kriegsspiel as not amateurish, but professional, reinforcing that though their subjects are similar, 
the goals of Kriegsspiel and Little Wars are quite different. Wells writes, with a possible dash of 
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false modesty, “I am a civilian, and Kriegspiel [sic] is not my proper business” (101). Though 
Wells does not claim mastery in wargaming, he seems to value the authority of those who do. 
His authority comes from his investment his pacifism. Wells indicates that after Little Wars’s 
initial periodical publication, he corresponded with interested “military people”: “They tell me—
what I already a little expected—that Kriegsspiel, as it is played by the British Army, is a very 
dull and unsatisfactory exercise, lacking in realism, in stir and the unexpected, obsessed by the 
umpire at every turn and of very doubtful value in waking up the imagination, which should be 
its chief function” (101). Wells positions himself as in conversation with these other military 
people – military men, we can safely assume—“the best thing I can do is just to set down here all 
the ideas that have cropped up in my mind…and leave it to the military expert, if he cares to take 
the matter up, to reduce my scattered suggestions to a system” (102). Additionally, the goals of 
mastery and professionalization that informed Kriegsspiel remain present in Wells’s gaming 
books. While Little Wars seeks not to train soldiers but to condemn actual warfare, he still seeks 
to educate players in such a way that they will develop into the best kinds of citizens. Though 
Wells’s intentions are at odds with those of the military-minded developers of Kriegsspiel, “like 
the Kriegsspiel authors, Wells’s game tries to control war, to contain it, and to explain it in a way 
that advanced his own agenda” (Peterson 11). 
 
Miniaturizing and Underground Perspectives 
Miniaturization and underground spaces endow the disorderly with a perspective of 
orderliness. Morgan Fritz argues that “Miniaturization allowed [Wells] to dominate the final 
outcome; instead of utopian heroes encountering worlds rendered in miniature” – a scenario 
which I discuss in the next chapter where I address The Coming Race and Land Under England 
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in which heroes encounter underground societies– “Wells acts as the miniaturizing enthusiast 
and model-builder, standing outside his fictional worlds and directing toward the predetermined 
outcome of his world state” (220). In The Time Machine, Wells offers an example of how 
miniaturization enables an overview of the field of time, just as it enables Wells with an 
overview of his field of novelistic action. In describing Time as a fourth dimension to his guests, 
the Time Traveller says “We are always getting away from the present moment. Our mental 
existences, which are immaterial and have no dimensions, are passing along the Time-Dimension 
with a uniform velocity from the cradle to the grave. Just as we should travel down if we began 
our existence fifty miles above the earth’s surface” (62, emphasis mine). Both miniaturizing and 
underground perspectives subject potential narratives to specific sets of rules, one from above 
and the other from below. These rules encourage investment in the games’ narratives and raise 
the narrative stakes. In the miniature gaming literature, narrative and worldbuilding play an 
important role. Lepianka and Stover, in their critical edition of Little Wars specify the following: 
Potential stories must still exist within a set of rules. Like in modern RPGs, prescribed 
guidelines add structure to a game; limitations allow for more interesting play because 
players must strategically and creatively navigate through a fixed framework to win, In 
the end, as many gamers will agree, the story that plays out as a result of these rules is as 
satisfying as any victory. (Lepianka and Stover) 
In The Time Machine the underground perspective functions as an clarification on what has 
befallen humankind; the underground world is offered as an explanation that brings relationship 
between the Eloi and the Morlocks to a terrible clarity to both the Time Traveller and the 
audience. The miniaturizing and underground perspectives engender a masculinity that is 
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scrupulously defined by mastery, often military, and the imagined social and political conflict 
with other individuals, social groups, and nations.  
The miniature and the underground allow for perspectives from above and/or below – it 
makes an impenetrable or myopic vision accessible and orderly. Susan Stewart offers the 
example of miniature railroads as an explanation of the affordances of the miniature, affordances 
which parallel those of underground spaces: 
Whereas the railroad itself had brought about a new traversal of the landscape the vision 
it offered was a partial one, the vision of an observer moving through, not above, the 
landscape. In the miniature railroad we have a reduction of scale and corresponding 
increase in detail and significance, and we are able to transcend the mechanical as well as 
the natural that forms its contexts. (59) 
Wells’s argument for the superiority of miniature warfare to actual warfare anticipates Stewart’s 
observations on the affordances of the miniature scale: “My game is just as good as their game, 
and saner by reason of its size. Here is War, done down to rational proportions, and yet out of the 
way of mankind” (99). The miniaturizing and underground perspectives bring into bold relief 
narrative and gaming confines, which are analogous to social confines such as gender and 
national identity.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Descent, Democracy, and the Fear of Fascism: from Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s  
The Coming Race (1871) to Joseph O’Neill’s Land Under England (1935) 
[T]he more I think of a people calmly developing, in regions excluded from our sight and 
deemed uninhabitable by our sages, powers surpassing our most disciplined modes of force, and 
virtues to which our life, social and political becomes antagonist in proportion as our civilisation 
advances,—the more devoutly I pray that ages may yet elapse before there emerge into sunlight 
our inevitable destroyers. 
 -The Coming Race, 144 
 
Normal circumstances are not always to be counted on even in England. If she were in death-
grips with a very powerful enemy, if part of her population were in a revolt…if a Fascist or Nazi 
section of her own citizens made common cause with the underneath invaders, because of the 
similarity of their doctrines, nobody could tell what might happen. 
- Land Under England, 245 
 
 
The texts that are the focus of this chapter feature protagonists who find themselves 
among underground nation-states whose political systems either border on (in the case of The 
Coming Race) or already are fully totalitarian (Land Under England). The Coming Race, Edward 
Bulwer-Lytton’s final novel, follows the descent of a wealthy, unnamed American man into a 
nation of underground people called the Vril-ya. The Vril-ya are intellectually and physically 
superior to the human race, largely due to their possession of a powerful substance called Vril, 
but their extremely egalitarian politics and cultural practices lead the narrator to conclude “I was 
among a people who, however kind and courteous, could destroy me at any moment without 
scruple or compunction” (130). Bulwer-Lytton proceeds to satirize egalitarian and democratic 
politics, and eventually the underground race threatens to kill the narrator and he must escape to 
the surface world, where he feels compelled “to place on record these forewarnings of The 
Coming Race” (144). 
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Like The Coming Race, Land Under England, by Irish author Joseph O’Neill, suggests 
that the underground world houses an imminent threat to the surface world. O’Neill’s novel 
features Anthony Julian, whose father is obsessed with family lore indicating his ancestors have 
travelled underground to join a lost legion of Romans. When Father Julian disappears 
underground, Anthony follows him, only to encounter what at first appears to be a docile, quasi-
Roman race. However, these quasi-Romans (including Anthony’s father) are seeking information 
on how to produce weaponry that will allow them to take over the surface world and implement 
their totalitarian regime there. Finally, Anthony’s father is killed underground while trying to 
extract information from and murder his own son.  
The most complete literary biography of Joseph O’Neill gives the author’s account of 
Land Under England’s genesis, which O’Neill was compelled to give in response to suggestions 
by a staff editor at the Gollancz publishing house that “Land Under England had been directly 
influenced by Bulwer Lytton’s allegory, The Coming Race” (Lynch, “Smiling” 18). O’Neill 
explains in a letter to Norman Collins of Gollancz that he developed the story to entertain the 
child of a family friend and was influenced by works on “great foldings of earth under the 
Central and East Africa Plateau,” as well as H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds and The First 
Men on the Moon (18). As the boy became interested in ancient Greece and Rome, O’Neill 
expanded his underground story to include tales of “descendants of a ‘lost legion’” and, finally, 
decided to “use that old Roman story as a vehicle for a fundamental satire on Hitlerism and all 
other forms that try to suppress the Roman spirit” (qtd. in Lynch, “Smiling” 19). While O’Neill 
himself may have avoided associating these two texts, pairing them illustrates how fictional 
underground spaces house very real, timely fears about the development of totalitarian regimes. 
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 What do these novels gain by locating the political threat of totalitarianism in a fictional 
setting within the earth rather than the surface world? This chapter argues that, by solidifying the 
fictional underground space as militaristic and masculine, with its heavy emphasis on 
homogeneity and uniformity, these novels translate underground spaces into totalitarian spaces, 
thereby destroying individual identity and interpersonal connections. The Coming Race and Land 
Under England use the totalitarian potential of the underground as a warning against political 
systems that limit the progress and development of individuals and nations. In both novels the 
underground setting functions as something of an unexpressed gene, a possibility that may 
become a reality if certain conditions are met. The underground societies presented depict an 
alternative history allegorically embedded within society. Given the right political conditions on 
the surface, the underground society threatens to emerge and destroy the surface world.  
 As discussed in Chapter One of this dissertation, underground spaces represent a locus of 
truth.41 The novels in this chapter present worlds in which the truth located at the Earth’s 
center—an interior common to humanity which is representative of our collective interiority—is 
that humanity is essentially alien and dangerous to itself. In the novels presented in this chapter, 
the interior of the Earth represents the interiority of humanity, enclosing and encompassing the 
truth of humanity’s essential alienation from, and danger to, itself. The political potential of 
fictional underground settings to cultivate strict uniformity, as discussed in Chapter Three, is a 
generally conservative impulse insofar as it seeks to conserve social formations deemed 
valuable. In reading these two novels for how the underground illustrates cultural anxieties about 
human desires and impulses that have the potential to threaten the well-being of humanity, I 
demonstrate how both conservative and liberal ideologies can lead to totalitarian states. This 
                                                          
41 Rosalind Williams, Notes on the Underground: “The assumptions that truth is found by digging, and that the 
deeper we go the closer we come to absolute truth, have become part of the intellectual air we breathe” (49). 
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chapter investigates the political consequences of the militarism, masculinity, national identity, 
and nationalism presented in the preceding chapter. While The Coming Race fears loss of the 
individual subject from a conservative perspective, Land Under England fears the loss of the 
individual from an anti-totalitarian or democratic perspective.  
 Masculinity’s tendency toward uniformity and homogeneity, as discussed in Chapter 
Three, takes the form first of democracy in The Coming Race and then of totalitarianism in Land 
Under England; these two disparate ideologies value the whole over the individual, posing a 
threat to individual identity and liberty. Within these novels’ underground spaces, individualism 
is sacrificed for the sake of the democratic and then the totalitarian underground nation, and in 
this sacrifice, an essential element of humanity is lost. The democratic is, in Bulwer-Lytton’s 
hands, totalitarian; if individual identity is presumed to be valuable, expressed through the ability 
to compete in a capitalist economy, and innately associated with masculinity, then the egalitarian 
ideals of democracy threaten all of these things. In Land Under England uniformity is a 
totalitarian tool used by the State to eradicate individual thought and desire, thereby subsuming 
the wills of all individuals to the State’s will, and positioning the State to take over life on the 
surface world. The totalitarian threat of Land Under England is rooted in a masculinity that 
worships “the father” and romanticizes the fallen Roman empire. Imperial masculinity of this 
type is essentially unbalanced and threatens to altogether eliminate individual identity. The 
uniformity made possible by the underground setting of Land Under England creates the 
narrative conditions for O’Neill to illustrate the damage done to individual and national identity 
for the purpose of promoting a uniform, militaristic masculinity.  
In contrast to the self-preserving masculinity discussed in Chapter Three of this 
dissertation, the masculinities observed in this chapter do not have a future; from the perspective 
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of these novels, contemporary masculinities are bound to destroy themselves and are under threat 
from the alien within, as this chapter’s epigraphs suggest. While the masculinities depicted in 
The Coming Race and Land Under England may be self-preserving, they are also endangered. 
The Coming Race is ambivalent about increasingly democratic politics, particularly in regard to 
gender. The positive model of masculinity, the cocky American narrator, is also a satirical figure 
forced to deal with the emasculating political and cultural norms of the underground society. The 
threat in this novel, like the threat in Land Under England, is that the emasculating underground 
race will invade the surface world; thus the masculinity that exists in 1871 is not possible for the 
future—masculinity will need to adapt in order to survive as social, cultural, and political norms 
change. Both novels present futurity as a threat to current standards; the two underground races, 
the Vril-ya of The Coming Race and the quasi-Roman undergroundsfolk of Land Under 
England, represent two related possible futures for humanity and in those futures, masculinity in 
its recognizable contemporaneous forms does not exist: it is either indistinguishable from 
femininity or is inferior to it. Read in combination, these texts suggest that interpersonal 
connection usually categorized as feminine and maternal is necessary to preserve humanity and 
the individual subject under antagonistic political conditions. 
Such conditions were unavoidable in 1930s Ireland and England. Land Under England 
expresses fear of totalitarian politics and uniformity imposed by Fascist and Nazi ideologies and, 
more specifically, the fear that these politics will take place by invasion from without or within. 
As he realizes that he will need to kill his father to prevent the undergroundsfolk from obtaining 
technology that would enable a violent takeover of the surface world, Land Under England’s 
protagonist Anthony makes the following rationalization: 
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Normal circumstances are not always to be counted on even in England. If she were in 
death-grips with a very powerful enemy, if part of her population were in a revolt…if a 
Fascist or Nazi section of her own citizens made common cause with the underneath 
invaders, because of the similarity of their doctrines, nobody could tell what might 
happen. (245) 
While set in England, Anthony’s startling remark provides context for Richard Howard’s 
observation that Land Under England “speaks to an Irish milieu, in which Blueshirts42, 
communists and the remains of the Irish Republican Army engaged in pitched battles in the 
streets, and the Fianna Fail and the Cumman na Gael parties routinely condemned each other as 
fascists” (99). A.E.’s introduction to O’Neill’s novel similarly posits that “the target of O’Neill’s 
satire is not in a Communist utopia but in the Hitler cult whose mindless force was ‘re-educating’ 
the German masses and producing synchronized automatons at the time the novel was being 
written” (Crossely 95). In the wake of WWI, the Partition of Ireland, and the Irish War of 
Independence, Ireland was undergoing a turbulent crisis of identity. Jack Fennell’s Irish Science 
Fiction helpfully demonstrates how the various political positions of Ireland in the first half of 
the twentieth century influence the kinds of speculative fiction the nation produces. Fennell 
claims that “it is nearly impossible to conceive of an Ireland that is not science-fictional to some 
extent,” meaning that Ireland’s ongoing metamorphoses provide a fertile ground for imagining 
possible political realities. In the years preceding WWII, the various nationalist and political 
                                                          
42 From “‘Helping the Guards’: Illegal Displays and Blueshirt Criminality, 1932–36,” by Dale Montgomery: 
“Formed in February 1932, the Army Comrades Association (ACA) was ostensibly designed to represent the 
interests of those who had served in the Free State National Army of 1922–24. From the outset, however, the ACA 
was known for its conservative political stance and opposition both to the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and to the 
main republican party, Fianna Fáil. Eighteen months later, and now under the leadership of General Eoin O’Duffy, 
recently dismissed as Irish police commissioner by Eamon de Valera, the ACA was renamed the National Guard but 
better known as the “Blueshirts,” a corporatist movement partially modeled on the Italian Fascist party, or “Black-
shirts.” Between 1932 and 1936 the Blueshirt movement constituted one of the most serious domestic threats to Irish 
democracy following the Civil War” (22). 
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groups sensed a common danger: “Ireland developed a fear of infiltration and re-colonisation 
during the 1920s and 1940s whether by the forces of modernity or by antagonistic foreign 
powers. The prospect of a superhuman race appearing in Europe was one more aspect of a wider 
world that seemed indifferent at best and hostile at worst” (104). Fennell argues that these fears 
resulted in an increasingly isolated Ireland, as “the only sane response seemed to be to retreat 
from the world” (104).43  
During its existence, the Irish Free State faced the issue of how to defend and protect 
itself. Fennell describes the anxiety confronting Ireland in terms of weapons-based technologies 
developing in other nations:  
The cocoon of the British Empire was gone, and the Free State now had to take care of its 
own defenses. Independence had brought with it a more acute awareness of the vastness 
of the world beyond Irish shores, and to a newly independent people, it seemed as though 
that world was full of strange and threatening things, not least of which was the new kind 
of physics pioneered by scientists such as Planck, Einstein, Heisenberg and Schrödinger. 
(Fennell 106) 
Robert Crossely’s review of the 1985 publication of Land Under England comments on the 
“inevitable Irish flavor in the central dilemma of its narrating protagonist over how to locate and 
reconcile himself with his missing, worshipped, unaffectionate, self-preoccupied father” (94). In 
addition to non-Irish forces, the Free State was threatened by forces within Ireland’s borders. In 
the years just prior to Land Under England’s publication, the Irish National Guard or Blueshirts, 
                                                          
43 Fennell argues that this fear is visible in Irish science fiction trends during the same time period, observing that 
“While space opera was emerging in America, Ireland was producing paranoid invasion fantasies, by the time the 
latter became the norm in America, Irish authors had started writing the former” (104). 
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under the leadership of Eoin O’Duffy, “concerned themselves with the re-unification of Ireland, 
in opposition to communism and ‘alien control and influence’” (116).  
 In response to these conditions, fiction anticipated dangerous technological developments 
and speculated that such technology would be weaponized against humanity. Lee Horsley 
argues, “From the thirties on, anxieties about technological development were intensified by the 
emergence of totalitarian regimes, and the future-world vision of technological instrumentality at 
the service of political absolutism became the staple theme of dystopian literature” (238). This 
hypothesis may help explain the essential difference between the threats presented by The 
Coming Race and Land Under England. Bulwer-Lytton’s novel features fantastic technological 
innovations and anticipates the emergence of more democratic forms of government, or at least 
the increased prevalence of democratic feelings. But because democracy is essentially a diffused 
system the potential technological threat is scattered. The slim, silent undergroundsfolk of Land 
Under England may seem more harmless than the flying giants of The Coming Race – after all, 
their technologies are nearly two millennia old. However, their communication technology – 
mind control – makes them an enormous threat to personal liberty.  
 Weaponized transparency is a concept prevalent in utopian literature; in Land Under 
England and The Coming Race, this transparency takes the form of hypnosis and mindreading. 
As Gomel and Weninger explain, “[t]he transparent body is a metaphor for a transparent body 
politic, in which people might at last see into each other’s hearts without obstruction” (71). In an 
equal, democratic, or ideal society “all true happiness is public happiness” (Gomel and Weninger 
71). 44 However, as we see in the two novels that are the focus of this chapter, when “turned to a 
social blueprint, complete openness, rather than establishing a regime of truth and benevolence, 
                                                          
44 Here Gomel and Weninger are referencing Rousseau. 
  100 
 
turns into a prescription for terror” (Gomel and Weninger 71). While Land Under England 
champions openness in an interpersonal sense, mass control and forced transparency is 
destructive. “Joseph O’Neill represents telepathy as horrifying mind-rape of the individual by the 
community” (Gomel and Weninger 72). In contrast, Anthony remarks that once his father 
disappeared, he and his mother “never mentioned him, but, when I put my arm through hers and 
led her home, I often felt a soft pressure that told me she knew my thoughts” (29). While this 
representation of an intuitive understanding of an intimate companion’s thoughts is not, on its 
own, remarkable, the presence of this unspoken form of communication between mother and son 
within a novel that heavily features telepathy implies that not all forms of transparency are 
dangerous.  
 The presence of mind reading and mind control in these novels is certainly more than a 
clever plot device for exposition – though it is also that; it is a metric for the degree to which the 
fictional societies are willing to disregard individual freedoms. In The Coming Race, the narrator 
must give up individual control of the most personal kind, control over his own body, to 
understand the society in which he finds himself. The narrator vaguely recalls being held in an 
“unconscious state” for “many days, even some weeks” by his underground hosts (21). Over the 
course of the novel, the narrator continues to be unwillingly subjected to these trances. Mind 
control or hypnosis as a threat to bodily autonomy becomes all the more apparent as Zee, his 
host’s daughter, emerges not just as the penetrator of the narrator’s mind, but as his romantic and 
sexual pursuer. Writing in the 1930s, O’Neill’s fear of weaponized transparency seems 
reasonable to today’s readers, but what conditions did Bulwer-Lytton face when he articulated a 
similar fear more than fifty years earlier? 
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Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s Dark and Stormy Cultural Landscape 
Victorianists are likely to be familiar with Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s novels Pelham 
(1828), The Last Days of Pompeii (1834), or perhaps even Zanoni (1842). Science fiction 
scholars may recognize The Coming Race as an arguably foundational text in the genre; both 
David Seed and Brian Aldiss wrote critical introductions to scholarly editions of the book in the 
early 2000s. Popularly, however, Edward Bulwer-Lytton has little recognition beyond coining 
the phrase “It was a dark and stormy night.” Why, then, would a review of this 145-year-old 
novel appear in the May/June 2016 issue of The American Conservative, sandwiched between 
“Trump vs. The New Class” (featuring the tagline “Donald Trump is a liberal – just like Ronald 
Reagan was”) and “Ireland’s Easter Wars,” which tells the story of Ireland’s independence as 
primarily a story of violence? The popular magazine bills itself as a beacon of “realism and 
reform.”45,46 In this setting – part call to conserve conservativism, part argument that republics 
are inherently violent – the review’s mission, it seems, is to reform the science fiction genre 
(whose time of crisis is always now) by restoring its ‘forgotten’ conservative roots: “While left-
leaning science fiction writers and directors tend to be explicit in their political allegiances, we 
rarely see a display of right-wing credentials in the genre” laments reviewer David Cowan (38). 
While The Coming Race is foundational in the science fiction genre, and it is undeniable that 
                                                          
45 From The American Conservative’s website:  
In both domestic and foreign affairs, The American Conservative promotes a conservatism 
of realism and reform. A conservatism of ideas over ideology, and principles over party. In an age of 
trillion-dollar deficits, crumbling communities, and endless wars and rumors of war, we can no longer 
allow American public life to be guided by fantasies. The realist knows what Edmund Burke knew: that 
while revolution is terrifyingly destructive, reform is always necessary, for it is the means of our 
preservation. 
 
46 While the print circulation of The American Conservative is relatively low (around 6,000 print subscribers as of 
2013 as opposed to the now-shuttered Weekly Standard’s 103,327 print subscribers) (“The Future That Never 
Was”), the TAC press kit claims an average of 557,000 unique visitors to the online publication, 1.4 million average 
monthly visits, and 2.4 million page impressions between November 2016-April 2017 (“The American Conservative 
Media Kit”).  
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Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s politics were conservative, the claim that that “right-wing credentials” 
are rarely seen in the genre ignores nearly a century of science fiction texts laden with right-wing 
conservative fears,47 even when penned by authors whose politics are more liberal.  
Science fiction is a genre of the future, even when not explicitly set in a future time and, 
as such, figures change as both frightening and desirable. Using Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s 
unusual novel to restore the conservative roots of the genre, this (un)timely review urges readers 
to remember that the future is rightly conservative – thus striking an unexpected though resonant 
chord between Lytton’s novel and the heated and ideologically fraught 2016 race between 
Hillary Rodham Clinton and Donald J. Trump for the US presidency. Edward Bulwer-Lytton, as 
Rosalind Williams in Notes on the Underground identifies, was once a “reform minded 
aristocrat” whose politics shifted along with developments in his own life and the larger political 
landscape: 
Entering Parliament in 1831, he had joined with a group of philosophical reformers on 
the Whig left. After withdrawing from the House of Commons in 1841, however, 
Bulwer-Lytton returned there in 1852 as a conservative supporter of the [sic] Disraeli’s 
Tory Democracy. There are many reasons for this conversion (his inheritance of the 
family property, his friendship with Disraeli, his disdain for the laissez-faire doctrines of 
middle-class manufacturers), but overarching all of them was a dread of the economic 
and political changes implied by ‘modern ideas.’ The Coming Race, then, presents a 
defense of an established social order in the guise of a defense of old-fashioned ‘human’ 
virtues. What might look like progress, warns Bulwer-Lytton, is really degeneration. 
(Williams 129)  
                                                          
47 For examples of right-wing utopias, see Matthew Beaumont’s Utopia, Ltd.: Ideologies of Social Dreaming in 
England 1870-1900 (2005). 
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Cowan’s portrayal of the Conservative and former Whig author resonates eerily with President 
Donald Trump’s trademarked imperative “Make America Great Again”: “By 1871 Bulwer-
Lytton was an aged, deaf, and increasingly sick man. Years of political opposition had prevented 
him from ascending to the heights of political office. The world was also a very different place… 
Britain was no longer an exclusively agricultural, Anglican, and hierarchical society, but rather 
an increasingly industrialized, pluralistic, and democratic one” (38-9). Driving the narrative and 
satire of The Coming Race is the conservative fear that, as power becomes more diffuse, as 
marginalized groups rise—or even begin to rise—to power culturally, economically, and 
politically, power is located more and more outside of the English white male body. 
In crafting this narrative of Edward Bulwer-Lytton as the unfairly deposed conservative 
progenitor of science fiction, Cowan is (understandably) silent on two subjects likely to be 
associated with The Coming Race and its author: 1) the work of feminist scholars in the latter 
half of the twentieth century that makes it difficult to bring up Edward Bulwer-Lytton without (if 
only silently) also bringing to mind Rosina Bulwer Lytton, fellow author and Bulwer-Lytton’s 
estranged wife, whom Bulwer-Lytton had committed to a madhouse after she publicly 
denounced his candidacy for parliament48; and 2) popularly, the novel has been associated with 
Nazi occultism since the 1930s. As recently as 2013, the popular science fiction website 
launched by Gawker media, io9, published a post provocatively titled “Did a 19th century novel 
inspire a group of Nazi UFO hunters?” Bulwer-Lytton’s treatment of women and The Coming 
Race’s persistent association with extreme politics and white supremacy is deftly, perhaps 
intentionally, occluded by Cowan and emphasizes the novel’s enduring relevance. 
                                                          
48 Her book, A Blighted Life (1880), recounts these events. See also Virginia Blain’s “Rosina Bulwer Lytton and the 
Rage of the Unheard,” Huntington Library Quarterly. Vol. 53, No. 3 (Summer, 1990), pp. 210-236.  
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The anti-democratic, anti-egalitarian ideas espoused in The Coming Race’s satire are 
rooted in fears of both democracy and totalitarianism; such fears flourish in conservative politics 
because they serve to erode individual identity. These fears persist underground only to 
unexpectedly erupt to the surface and into the present—a kind of conservative politics of the 
gothic mode. Our current moment and Lytton’s are both colored by the rapidly waning 
confidence of the old-guard ascendency that institutions will continue to function in ways that 
ensure their continued success (at the expense of others) and that a more egalitarian future is not 
just destructive to their way of life, but to all life: “Bulwer-Lytton was lamenting the loss of the 
England he grew up in – but also giving warning to those like us, who would face this future 
defined by egalitarianism and technology, threatened by the reckless pursuit of utopian bliss” 
(Cowan, 40). Popular liberal rhetoric leading up to and following the election of President 
Donald Trump often centered round “not turning back the clock”49, as though the threat of 
fascism (like the threat of democracy or egalitarianism) had a temporal arc that had ended and 
was not gothically embedded. Totalitarianism was a thing of the past, not a latent and thriving 
threat.  
In Bulwer-Lytton’s novel, the threat of democracy and totalitarianism to individual 
identity is portrayed as a threat to masculine identity—and what’s manlier than a young, 
strapping American? The novel’s critique of egalitarianism and democracy is established largely 
through the character of the narrator, a twenty-something American from an undisclosed city, 
whose “ancestors migrated from England in the reign of Charles II” and whose grandfather was 
“not undistinguished in the War of Independence” (5). Our narrator is not any American, but a 
                                                          
49 Consider the following headline from a 4 Jan 2016 article from The Guardian: “Hillary Clinton warns that 
Republicans would 'turn back the clock' on progress.” 
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certain kind of American – the type who “enjoy[s] a somewhat high social position in right of 
birth,” a position too “opulent” for public service (5). He is a man of a certain class in a nation 
that imagines itself as classless, especially in comparison to England. The narrator’s stereotypical 
American masculinity is central to his characterization; he is brave, strong, and helpful in ways 
that call to mind later versions of such a type, such as Quincey Morris in Bram Stoker’s Dracula. 
Bulwer-Lytton’s narrator is the masculine embodiment of American democracy. When he 
accidentally finds himself underground, the narrator is discovered by an extraordinarily tall, 
winged, human-like creature who evokes the “symbolical images of Genius or Demon that are 
seen on Etruscan vases or limned on the walls of Eastern sepulchers – images that borrow from 
the outlines of man, and are yet of another race” (11). The body of the underground resident is a 
threat to the human, as it is more the physical manifestation of an idea or ideal than it is a flesh-
and-bone individual. As a review of the 2005 scholarly edition of the novel points out, the 
narrator recoils from the creature “not because it is monstrous, but because it is superhuman” 
(Sanders 180). The narrator recounts, “[a]s it drew near me, a cold shudder came over me. I fell 
on my knees and covered my face with my hands” (12). His reaction should stand out as an 
unmanly reaction – particularly for such a strapping, “trusty” American, who only moments 
before this prostration, reminded readers of his youth and fitness, cultivated by the manly, non-
aristocratic job of working on board a ship in childhood (8). Later, though he is treated to a 
sumptuous and warm welcome, the narrator becomes increasingly overwhelmed and is finally 
driven to a frenzy when his host, in an attempt to both calm the newcomer and to demonstrate 
commonality, lets his artificial wings fall to the floor showing that they are “but a mechanical 
contrivance” (20). However, the plan backfires; not soothed by their physical similarities, “the 
sudden transformation did but increase [his] horror” and the narrator attempts to attack his host 
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(20). The uncanny resemblance of Aph-Lin’s body to his own is violently disturbing to the 
narrator and reflects the terrifying differences between the political body Bulwer-Lytton’s text 
admires and the political body that he fears and deems dangerous. 
 
Joseph O’Neill: “A Free-State Irishman who has let himself be absorbed by the English 
tradition50” 
 Joseph O’Neill (1878-1952) is not a familiar figure among contemporary readers, nor 
even among most scholars of twentieth-century Irish fiction. O’Neill worked an impressive 22 
years as Permanent Secretary of the Ireland’s Department of Education during which time he 
also published five novels, one play, and a multitude of essays on education issues, especially the 
teaching of the Irish language. His first novel Wind from the North (1934), winner of 
Harmsworth Award of the Irish Academy of Letters, is “a well-written time-travel story” in 
which the nameless Dubliner protagonist “is hit by a tramcar and awakens as Olaf Ulfson,” a 
Norseman in eleventh-century Dyflin (Lewis 553; Lynch, “Smiling” 12). Like Land Under 
England, Wind from the North considers how the distance of time and space provide cultural and 
political perspective. Kelly Lynch, O’Neill’s only major literary biographer argues O’Neill’s 
protagonists are prevented from participating in profound historical change “by a powerful father 
or father-figure who represents a generation for whom the assertion of identity was a simple 
Nietzschean will-to-power,” concluding that his novels, including Land Under England, are 
“responses to the deep pessimism that engulfed the West in the wake of World War 1” (Lynch, 
“Introduction” 13). A common thread throughout O’Neill’s novels and essays on education is a 
concern with futurity and the sustainability of cultural and political institutions.  
                                                          
50 From a 1935 review of the novel by Malcolm Cowley, “Hell Under England.”  
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 A friend and contemporary of well-known Irish literary and cultural figures such as W. B. 
and Georgie Yeats, George William “A. E.” Russell, Padraic Colum, and Austin Clarke, Joseph 
and his wife Mary Devenport O’Neill were writers active in the Irish literary salon scene of the 
1920s and 30s.51 Clarke writes of seeing W.B. Yeats at the O’Neills’ home “every Thursday 
evening in Dublin” during the mid-1930s as the poet was making revisions for the second 
publication of A Vision (Clarke 350).52 The O’Neills were something like outsiders in both the 
political and literary worlds: “the members of the Board of Education did not trust either of the 
O’Neills.” Meanwhile Joseph was thought of by the Dublin literati as “primarily a civil servant, a 
writer by avocation whose works, though charming, were throwbacks, often compared to those 
of Bulwer-Lytton or H. G. Wells” and Mary was “well known for conversation disdaining the 
provinciality of Dublin life” (Lynch, “Introduction” 9).  
 O’Neill is an interesting figure due to his complicated association with the Irish language 
and its changing relationship to Irish national identity in the early twentieth century. In his role 
as Permanent Secretary, O’Neill “effected the transition of the Department from British to Irish 
governance; implemented compulsory study of Irish in the school curriculum; allowed teachers 
to teach their own syllabi, and vastly improved the quality of Irish public education” (Lynch, 
“Smiling” 3). Although the changes to the curricula in Ireland emphasized the study of Irish, the 
education system itself remained very British in its form if not its content: “Between 1900 and 
1922 several attempts were made to bring schooling in Ireland more closely into line with 
arrangements in Britain” (Limond 452). At the same time, “the principal innovation in 1920s 
                                                          
51 For further information on Mary Devenport O’Neill and her work, see MaryDevenportONeill.org, a 
comprehensive site sponsored by the Irish Research Council, the College of Arts Celtic Studies & Social Sciences, 
and University of College Cork, Ireland.  
 
52 E. H. Mikhail writes “Yeats gained much of his knowledge of the Irish educational system from his friend Joseph 
O’Neill,” but I have found this claim difficult to verify (Clarke 353n6). 
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Irish education was the poorly constructed, cumbersome, ill-managed, and largely unsuccessful 
promotion of the Irish language [Timothy] Corcoran advocated” (453).  
 It is possible that O’Neill’s success in the Department of Education was due to his fluent 
Irish. O’Neill’s father, a former member of the Royal Irish Constabulary, was a native Irish-
speaker and O’Neill himself studied Irish, among other languages. Biographical sources 
hypothesize that O’Neill’s “philological studies, ironically, had convinced [him] that the Irish 
language, rooted in peasant culture, was incapable of the expressive power of modern European 
tongues” (Lynch, “Introduction” 11). Much of O’Neill’s work with the Department of Education 
would find him making claims antithetical to Lynch’s assertions, including “a series of 
impassioned articles for The Irish Statesman about the glories of the Irish language and culture in 
a positive and wholly uncharacteristic orgy of nationalist sentiment” (Lynch, “Introduction”11). 
To what degree O’Neill personally felt the cognitive dissonance between his belief that the Irish 
language was inferior to other European languages and his obligation as Permanent Secretary to 
implement the compulsory study of the language is unknowable and, more importantly, 
irrelevant to the goals of my argument; rather I bring these references forward to emphasize how 
carefully O’Neill scrutinized institutional operations both in his career with the Department of 
Education and in Land Under England. Ireland’s educational policies are, in part, reminiscent of 
Britain’s because their colonial relationship allowed Britain to dictate norms of modernity to 
Ireland – including education: “Whatever the dominant ideology of Irish nationalism – the story 
the nation persists in telling about itself – there was a compact between politicians and electorate 
that allowed, and still allows, the wholesale importation of British/English practices and policies 
as the price of maintaining modernity and prosperity” (Limond 458). Land Under England, at 
least, suggests that the colonial relationship allows for the modernization of the colonizer and 
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colonized, though not at the same rate and not without restrictions and qualifications. The 
undergroundsfolk of Land Under England are a society modeled on an empire and rooted in 
colonialism but have no colonies to take. The State thus turns inward on its inhabitants and 
colonizes the minds of its residents. Modernization is only possible for the undergroundsfolk if 
they can colonize the mind of Anthony and gain information on weapons.  
 O’Neill’s essays on education often appeared in The Irish Stateman53, sometimes under 
Seosamh rather than Joseph. In these essays, including “Education as Fusion”, O’Neill proposes 
that the Irish people have lost their vitality not because of historical or cultural context, but 
because their “vestigial dreams of heroism…preclude the cool-headed compromise necessary if 
Ireland is to climb the toilsome path of nationhood” (qtd. in Lynch, “Smiling” 9). He argues that 
the Irish language revival in schools will allow the Irish to methodically counteract the “tyranny 
of Anglicized standardization that threatens the nation with total cultural absorption” (qtd. in 
Lynch, “Smiling” 10). O’Neill’s words are interesting given Anthony’s fears in Land Under 
England that he and his father will be absorbed by the underground nation-state. He writes in 
“Should We Let Irish Die?” “that diversity of language keeps a culture vital, and that if all 
people are forced into a standardized one-language mold, their culture will eventually die” (qtd. 
in Janes 53). These essays generally argue that without the vehicle of Irish language for Irish 
cultural exchange, the country would be homogenized by the surrounding English-speaking 
                                                          
53 In 1919 The Irish Statesman began as a weekly newsletter from the Irish Dominion League; when the IDL 
dissolved in 1921 the newsletter similarly became defunct. However, it was revived in 1923 by George Russell who 
remained editor until the Statesman’s final publication in 1930. Nicholas Allen writes of The Irish Statesman: 
It incorporated the Irish Homestead, a journal that Russell edited from 1905, to create a new publication 
intent to exert influence on the Free State. The Irish Statesman was for seven years the instrument of the 
highest, most consistent, political and cultural expression of a significant proportion of the Free State’s 
literary community, with contributions from Yeats, George Bernard Shaw, James Stephens, F. R. Higgins, 
Sean O’Faolain, Frank O’Connor, Daniel Corkery and Lennox Robinson…The practice of politics in the 
Irish Statesman was a very public attempt by an internationally recognized literary elite to petition the 
newly elected Free State government. (7) 
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countries. In her unpublished dissertation on British Fascism, Jennifer Janes argues that this fear 
of homogenization is demonstrated in Land Under England through “O’Neill’s focus on 
language stagnation as the death of society’s growth” (54). Janes writes of the undergroundsfolk 
“Not only is their language stagnant, they no longer even use [it]… If O’Neill believed that the 
death of a language was the death of a culture, then the automatons are a paragon of dead 
culture” (54). In Land Under England, mind control is figured as a weapon against humanity’s 
development. 
 
“Slaves in mind as well as in body”54: Reading Minds Underground  
Technology that values national identity over individual liberty and interpersonal 
communication is both inhuman and inhumane. In both Land Under England and The Coming 
Race automata and the practice of mind reading are depicted as dangerous because they do not 
recognize individual liberty or interpersonal connection. Like an overcommitment to national 
identity and the Father Julian’s romanticization of the Roman Empire, such inhuman 
technologies are hazardous because they value the nation-state over the individual.  
In The Coming Race, the Vril-ya people’s technological prowess has allowed them to 
replace the laboring and servant classes with automata, which run with the assistance of the 
children who attend to the machines “from the time they leave the care of their mothers to the 
marriageable age” (36). Their society effectively replaces these classes with automated labor and 
a kind of benevolent child labor, in which each follows “the pursuits in which he is most pleased, 
or for which he feels himself most fitted” (36).55 Additionally, a group of children holds the 
                                                          
54 (Land Under England 88) 
55 This echoes the ideal society described in Charles Fourier’s The Theory of the Four Movements (1808), in which 
all labor is performed by individuals according to their innate natural passions – effectively avoiding alienation of 
labor.  
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second-most deadly responsibility in the society; there are “vast reptiles,” dinosaur-like creatures 
which lurk at the edges of the underground domains, and are to be destroyed by a trained troupe 
of children. Children are given this task because the Vril-ya believe that the situation demands 
ruthlessness “and the younger a child the more ruthlessly he will destroy” (37). The society 
depends upon the ruthlessness of its laboring children, as they are instructed to kill “all creatures 
hostile to the life, or the culture, or even the comfort of the Ana” (36). While Bulwer-Lytton’s 
underground nation features actual automata, O’Neill’s suggests that individuals who are under 
mass mind control lack their individual autonomy and are therefore automata themselves. 
The Vril-ya’s ability to control the narrator and power their many automata is due to the 
substance Vril. Resembling no substance on earth, Vril acts as something of a cure-all for the 
underground society: “I should call it electricity, except that it comprehends in its manifold 
branches other forces of nature, to which, in our scientific nomenclature, differing names are 
assigned, such as magnetism, galvanism, &c.,” explains the narrator (26). An “all-permeating 
fluid,” Vril is “capable of being raised and disciplined into the mightiest agency over all forms of 
matter, animate or inanimate” (31). It has the power to destroy instantly the living and the non-
living, but can also heal, preserve, cure disease, “rend way through the most solid substances,” 
light cities, and more (32). Writing in the midst of the Cold War, Geoffrey Wagner asserts that 
insofar as Vril poses the threat of complete annihilation, it “seems to anticipate atomic power 
fairly exactly” (381). Another critic muses that Vril is “something like the Force in the 
contemporary movie Star Wars” (Mazlish, 740). Adult Vril-ya carry the substance in a “‘virile’ 
Vril staff,” a symbolism “further reinforced by the phallic physiological detail that the Vril-ya 
possess unusually large thumbs” (Seed, “Introduction” xxxi). It is important to note that, because 
of their “finer nervous organisation” and superior intellect, the women of the nation possess an 
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“eminently keen” knowledge of and power over Vril (36). Vril’s powers over the physical and 
political as harnessed by the Vril-ya, are thus framed as challenges to traditional masculinity and 
individual subjectivity.  
Mind reading has made the majority of the underground population of Land Under 
England a docile herd, “slaves in mind as well as in body” (88). The Masters “had entered into 
these men’s minds, substituted their own will for the life force of their victims…The men had 
been murdered mentally while kept physically alive—not merely dominated completely in their 
minds, but deprived of them!” (91). Anthony is the only true individual in this underground 
nation-state; its inhabitants have no individual life or identity: “None of them existed except in 
and through the will of the commander. None of them existed as a person for himself or for the 
others…I alone existed personally, besides the master who owned their souls” (91). O’Neill’s 
language emphasizes what is at stake when a Master of Will (an underground resident with the 
power to read the minds of others) attempts to access Anthony’s mind: Anthony must resist 
“invasion of [his] personality” (95). 
The Master of Will’s attempts to invade Anthony’s mind is a violation that is so profound 
as to be analogous to rape. The Master’s eyes, “extraordinarily vacuous—yet 
penetrative…seemed to dominate me with an almost sickening effect” – “I was being 
overpowered! Stunned!” (87). “Then I realised I was also being invaded…his mind had entered 
mine and was searching it” (87). The sensation is so violating and Anthony’s reaction so strong 
that his mind “recoil[s]” and shakes off the Master’s initial attempt at invasion. It is a remarkable 
assertion of personal will and independence that is otherwise foreign in this underground setting: 
“If [my] outrage had been less, the recoil not sufficiently strong, I should have foundered, as a 
person, there and then. If my first reaction had even been fear instead of anger, I should have 
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probably been overpowered. But my only feeling was anger. There was in my mind something 
akin to nausea, but it was not the nausea of fright but of disgust and rage” (87). Anthony’s 
reaction is so strong because he interprets it as a violation of his personhood – both his concept 
of his self-identity and of his physical body.  
The experience leaves Anthony able to engage in a mediated form of mind reading with 
the Master, whose messages enter Anthony’s mind through the Master’s eyes – “as if he had 
allowed me to read his thoughts” (97). Anthony, however, refuses to respond via mind and 
instead speaks Latin, prompting the Master to ask “Why, if you are willing to tell me everything, 
did you strike at me when I tried to see everything in your mind?” (98) Anthony explains that he 
objects on the basis of freedom, privacy, and personal identity: “No man had a right to enter into 
my mind or to try to take hold of my powers of will and thought. I must be free to give these or 
withhold them as I thought was right” (98). Mind reading is figured as an intimate violation of 
individual liberty, a tool to coerce large populations and erase personal identity; the Master 
warns Anthony that “there is no such person as your father…he cannot be here now—not as you 
think him to be—as you yourself will not be after a little while” (108). Mind control comes at the 
cost of an essential part of humanity and the automaton comes to represent the fear of what 
humanity would need to sacrifice in order to achieve perfection on a massive scale: “the idea of 
the clockwork man is a recurrent anxiety [in dystopian fiction], embodying all the horrors latent 
in the prospect of carefully designed human perfection: surrender of individual choice to external 
control…constant adherence to an inflexible standard of well-ordered conduct and right thinking, 
an immutable ideal achieved at the cost of human vitality and dynamism” (Horsley 237). 
The lack of communication among the undergroundsfolk is so unnerving that for 
Anthony, “the recognition of existence” in the act of one laying a hand upon his shoulder to 
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guide him around the ship was “comforting” (85). Anthony has barely spent any time in the 
presence of these people and already feels the lack of interpersonal recognition. Perhaps most 
importantly, the silence has a strange effect on Anthony. When he is initially brought to a mind-
reading Master of Will on the boat that rescues him, he reflects “I wanted to speak, but I 
couldn’t. I was being frozen into immobility by the look on the man’s face, by the look that I 
knew was on the faces of the men who were rowing behind my back” (83). The threat of the 
dangerous form of communication practiced by the undergroundsfolk is a threat to personal 
identity; “the discipline of old Rome had become a madness here below – a strait jacket that had 
killed all individuality” (85). Anthony realizes that the silence and odd behavior of the 
undergroundsfolk is not due to a physical deficit, they can hear him, rather they have been 
trained not to respond to any standard communicative stimuli. The only corollary that Anthony 
can find with their behavior is military training: “It must be some extreme discipline that had 
imposed on these men the logical conclusion of the discipline which soldiers have to bear, even 
on the upper earth. Probably they were soldiers or marines—subjected to a discipline that had 
gone to insane extremes” (84).  
 
The Shape of Underground Politics – A Closer Look at Land Under England and The Coming 
Race 
Land Under England links ideas of national identity, fatherhood and patriarchy, descent, 
and empire through the character of Anthony’s father. Britain’s relationship to Rome is 
characterized as one of descent: Rome is the model father and Britain attempts to follow in its 
imperial footsteps. The conflation of these imperial powers allows O’Neill to demonstrate that 
imperial and colonial politics encourage a false sense of identity not based on individual values 
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or on the interpersonal relationships and responsibilities of citizens, but on the devotion of the 
individual to the state. Rome therefore comes to represent a weird blend of a staunchly Western 
identity and otherness – a self that is not the self, a distorted mirror of national identity. The 
narrator states in the novel’s opening that “The fact that… it happened in Great Britain itself, 
will, probably, make it less credible than if it had happened in Central Africa or the wilds of 
Tibet or the lands round the sources of the Amazon” (9). The events of the novel, though they 
take place “in” Britain and involve a nation of Roman descent, are so unexpected and unusual 
that they are foreign.  
Land Under England uses the idea of imperial Rome to build its underground political 
hellscape. Anthony Julian lives with his father and mother, whose “name and family tradition 
point back to a Roman origin” (9), somewhere in the vicinity of Hadrian’s wall. Father Julian 
spends his time “reading and re-reading the classical writers, and doing what he called 
archaeological work along the Roman Wall, to the great worry of my mother and the disgust of 
our neighbors” (12). The setting is highly pastoral, free of industry, and deeply historical – 
among other things, Anthony explains that the family property includes the spot “where Edward 
I died” (12).56 At the onset of WWI, Father Julian enlists “to save, as he thought, the remnant of 
Roman civilisation from the onrush of the barbarians” (15). When he returns from war, Mother 
Julian’s parents encourage her husband to join the family “munitions business”; however, Father 
Julian is even more single-minded in his obsession with lineage and descent after his wartime 
experience and spends the majority of his time “alone, either on the Wall or poring over [the] 
family records” (19). Anthony describes the risk associated with his father’s obsession: “amongst 
the family documents there were some very curious ones that purported to give accounts of the 
                                                          
56 This would put the location of Julian’s pond somewhere near Burgh by Sands, Country Cumbria in the North 
West Region of England.  
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adventures of Julians who had gone down through the Pond or the Roman Wall to an 
underground world peopled by a kindred race” (19). This tradition of Julian men adventuring 
underground goes back as far as the reign of Edward II. Another Julian, also called Anthony, 
returned from the underground world to tell strange tales about “a people that he could not 
communicate with and who tried to make him a slave” (20). Though many Julians have ventured 
underground since the fourteenth century, only three returned. The likely outcome, then, is that 
the Julians who disappeared underground either died during their (mis)adventures or were 
absorbed into the society of the undergroundsfolk; if the latter is true, the underground race is at 
least partly peopled by Julians. Eventually, Father Julian disappears underground. Seven years 
later, Anthony has gone into the “motor business” with his mother’s family (the Sacketts) and 
has tried his hand at munitions work and inventions (31). However, he cannot ignore his desire to 
find his father and spends most of his time searching the wall for passage to the underground 
world and, of course, he finds it; at an unidentified spot along the wall, Anthony finds himself 
suddenly falling into darkness, enveloped by earth.  
The underworld is a nightmarish, unnatural landscape populated by creatures that are 
antithetical and antagonistic to humanity: “I got a curious feeling that I was moving under water, 
that this was a tropical under-sea prairie” (47). It is a strange mix of environments where “huge 
seaweedy things” and plants “like red frog-spawn” grow alongside “big mushroom[s]” that smell 
of garlic and plants that look like “little greenish lamps” (42-48). Not only is the landscape 
unusual, it evokes the prehistoric. After an encounter with a giant toad, Anthony hypothesizes 
that he must be the only human or human-like creature underground, since “it was unlikely that a 
human civilization would permit of the existence of such a creature in its neighbourhood” (61). 
Curiously, The Coming Race also relies on the presence of large, inhuman, prehistoric-seeming 
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creatures to denote the other-worldliness of the underground. When Bulwer-Lytton’s narrator 
initially awakens underground, he witnesses a terrible creature with “the head of a monstrous 
reptile resembling that of the crocodile or alligator, but infinitely larger” coming to feast on his 
deceased companion (7). In this otherworldly location, in which enormous creatures which feel 
far from human (spiders, lizards, slugs) rule the unusual, almost oceanic landscape, Anthony 
continuously feels compelled to assert his humanity. He chooses to do so by cooking his meat, a 
decidedly human trait that will make his presence in the strange world obvious. After killing a 
giant slug for food, Anthony decides to cook his slug-steaks despite his instinct that this act will 
likely draw attention from the gigantic lasso-spiders roaming the strange landscape: “Suddenly I 
had been seized by an imperative need to do something human, something that would satisfy the 
hunger for human associations that was beginning to gnaw me. No matter what resulted, I knew 
now that I must light the fire” (64-65). This Promethean act not only gives Anthony the 
reassurance that he is a civilized being in an uncivilized world but allows him to fight off the 
oversized arachnids and reassert his humanity against the threats of the underworld. 
One of the most imposing and unusual creatures in this space is the lasso-spider. This is a 
name of my own invention; interestingly O’Neill does not give this creature a standard descriptor 
– like “giant toad.” Instead it is referred to as “a demon” and “a monstrous-looking creature” 
(LUE 62). Aside from the human-like undergroundsfolk he will encounter and deal with during 
the majority of the novel, the lasso-spider is the most direct threat to Anthony’s well-being. 
These creatures are equipped with legs a yard long that stem from “a pair of bulging baglike 
bodies…about the size of a tiger, with a double body joined by a neck in the middle,” topped off 
with a “leathery face…high bony forehead” and “many sided eyes” (LUE 49; 62). Each comes 
equipped with an impressively quick and strong whip which it uses to grasp prey hiding in hard-
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to-reach places and drag it toward its “slobbering” mouth (51). The creatures seem sadistic; as 
Anthony scales tree-like growths to escape their whizzing lasso-like appendages, he can hear not 
only the “low vibrant sound” of the whips, but “a chuckling” alongside (51). Anthony observes 
that the lasso-spider “appeared so intelligent compared to the toad-like brute that I almost felt as 
if it were a rational thing coming to my rescue” (62). Eventually the spider will prove to be more 
rational and somehow more familiar to Anthony than the undergroundsfolk. As he watches the 
battle that ensues between the menacing giant toad and its more sophisticated arachnid 
antagonist, Anthony recounts, “the fantastic idea came to me that I was watching the heart of the 
earth” (55). 57  
Eventually Anthony makes it to the shore of a phosphorescent sea, spots a hundred-foot 
long ship, and is collected by its passengers – “small slim men, dressed in some sort of jackets or 
tunics, under which their legs seemed to be bare” (81). Based on family lore and the make of the 
ship58, Anthony presumes that he has found the Romans. “What strange rational monsters I had 
unconsciously expected in this underworld I cannot tell, but these were men. And not merely 
men, but civilised men, not savages” (80). While the undergroundsfolk are slightly unusual, 
Anthony feels that they are recognizable as people generally and Romans more specifically. 
However, the undergroundsfolk are neither civilized (in the sense that the novel values) nor the 
Romans Anthony imagined. The physical features of the undergroundsfolk suggest a racial 
otherness and further emphasize their lack of familiar communication habits; one such individual 
is described as having a “delicately cut face…of an earthy fawn color…entirely devoid of 
                                                          
57 The battle is reminiscent of and perhaps pays homage to the altercation between an Ichthyosaurus and 
Plesiosaurus featured in Jules Verne’s Journey to the Center of the Earth (1864).  
 
58 “She had neither masts nor funnels, yet she was undoubtedly a ship made by civilised men, though not like our 
ships—more like the pictures I had seen of Roman Galleys” (LUE 80).  
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expression—as blank as if it were carved in wood. His eyes, which were large and slightly 
protruding, with very dilated pupils” had an “absolutely empty stare” (82). The lack of expected 
communication leads Anthony to question the humanity of the underground inhabitants: “I got a 
wild idea that these men were not living men at all, that I had come to a world of ghosts; ‘living 
dead’ was the thought that came into my mind as I stared into the empty eyes” (83). His wariness 
about the undergroundsfolk’s strange behavior reinforces their inhumanity; though they most 
closely resemble humans, their behavior and values are far from those of humanity. Anthony 
seems unable, at first, to classify the underground folks. One moment he claims that “in spite of 
[their] inhuman stare, they were men” and shortly after refers to them as “shells of men” (83, 
84).  
In The Coming Race, Bulwer-Lytton similarly explores questions of humanity and 
civilization through comparisons of the efficient, calm, autocratic society of the Vril-ya against 
the “uncivilized,” immoral, violent democracy of the United States. Zee, daughter of the 
narrator’s host, remarks to the narrator, “certainly you cannot be a member of those barbarous 
tribes, nor, on the other hand, do you seem to belong to any civilized people,” indicating that 
though his nation (a more realistic depiction of democracy than the Vril-ya society) is not 
completely uncivilized, it is certainly not an ideal political institution (23). The American 
narrator admits to being “nettled,” and informs his hostess that he has “the honour to belong to 
one of the most civilised nations of the earth” (23). Aph-Lin, the Vril-ya host, gently counters 
that civilization is “the art of diffusing throughout a community the tranquil happiness which 
belongs to a virtuous and well-ordered household’ (25). Not wanting to be outshone (he is only 
human – and an American – after all), the narrator “slightly, but indulgently” summarizes the 
history of civilization on the surface, introducing the “antiquated and decaying institutions of 
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Europe” only so that he may “expatiate on the present grandeur and prospective pre-eminence of 
that glorious American Republic, in which Europe enviously seeks its model and tremblingly 
foresees its doom” (25). The narrator attempts to convince his host of the superiority of his 
nation, touting “the excellence of democratic institutions, their promotion of tranquil happiness 
by the government of party, and the mode in which they diffused such happiness throughout the 
community by preferring, for the exercise of power and the acquisition of honours, the lowliest 
citizens in point of property, education, and character” (25). He concludes with the “glowing 
predictions” – which he has cribbed from a Senator to whom he paid $20,000 for a vote 
benefitting a railway company he belongs to59 – that one day “the flag of freedom should float 
over an entire continent, and two hundred millions of intelligent citizens, accustomed from 
infancy to the daily use of revolvers, should supply to a cowering universe the doctrine of the 
Patriot Monroe” (25). Bulwer-Lytton’s satire of US social and political practices confirms the 
novel’s anti-democratic stance and offers a more realistic depiction of the shortcomings of 
democratic institutions than his alternative underground society.  
The Vril-ya appear to be the apotheosis of civilization because, in contrast to the 
narrator’s description of the US, their nation is non-violent, peaceful, and egalitarian. However, 
the Vril-ya do not find these qualities inherently valuable; rather their nation is peaceful because 
violence, retribution, and acts of aggression would create the conditions for the powerful 
substance Vril to be used destructively. The presence of Vril has allowed the society to develop 
relatively peacefully since the substance is so powerful that it gives those who wield it “such 
perfection” in the art of destruction “as to annul all superiority in numbers, discipline, or military 
                                                          
59According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics $20,000 in 1913 (the earliest calculation date available) exceeds 
half a million dollars as of March 2019 (CPI Inflation Calculator. data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/cpicalc.pl. Accessed 29 Mar 
2019).  
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skill” (32). The existence of Vril ensures that the underground peoples live in a state of mutually 
assured destruction, but in war’s absence (or permanent deferment) the society begins to 
demonstrate a lack of competition. In the absence of strife, competition becomes obsolete. Since 
individuals were “completely at the mercy of one another…all notions of government by force 
gradually vanished from political systems and forms of law” (32). The non-violent society lives 
under the umbrella of violence; it only exists as such because the threat of the society’s non-
existence, the abrupt obliteration of its citizens and institutions demands cooperation. There are 
no laws, no judges, “for there was no power to enforce the laws against an offender who carried 
in his staff the power to destroy his judges” (34). The threat renders each Vril-ya politically 
equal; equal rights and protections are afforded to each because each is equally capable of 
destruction. 
The totalitarian threat of destruction by Vril enforces the value of unity over 
individuality. The Vril-ya’s largely autocratic government is founded on the principle that “the 
object of all systems of philosophical thought tends to the attainment of unity, or the ascent 
through all intervening labyrinths to the simplicity of a single first cause or principle” (33). 
Though there are certainly differences between individuals – it is not a society where 
individuality no longer exists – individuality as such, as the American hero might recognize it, is 
not valuable. Class differences exist, but individual success is not valued over the overall success 
of the community – and success is defined as happiness, as the narrator notes with the Vril-ya-
proverb, “‘No happiness without order, no order without authority, no authority without unity’” 
(34). This approach to unity applies to property: poverty does not exist, “not that property is held 
in common” – even these undergroundsfolk are not that anti-capital – “or that all are equals in 
the extent of their possessions or the size and luxury of habitations,” rather since there is no 
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“difference of rank or position between the grades of wealth or the occupations, each pursues his 
own inclination without creating envy or vying…each makes himself happy in his own way” 
(34). Bulwer-Lytton’s dystopia is one in which social Darwinism as applied to economics and 
capital no longer exists. Whether the ideology of “no authority without unity” is intended to 
resemble an antecedent to totalitarian government or a retrogressive tyranny, it functions as a 
disruptive political timeline that demonstrates that the underground is out of synch with the 
surface world.  
The Coming Race further warns that democracy erodes individual autonomy by divorcing 
wealth from the individual and making citizens responsible for one another’s financial well-
being. The Vril-ya do not desire wealth because above-average wealth is a burden; as the 
narrator’s guide explains, “it marks us out for public offices, which none of us like and none of 
us can refuse” (110). In the exceedingly rare event that an individual manages to get rid of all his 
wealth and refuses all offers of aid, he is deemed of unsound mind and “placed, at the expense of 
the State, in a public building where every comfort and every luxury that can mitigate his 
affliction are lavished upon him”, in a clear act of satire on state-sponsored welfare (110-111). 
The economy is dependent upon the benevolence and buying-power of the wealthy. The average 
or below average individual is sometimes afflicted with material “desires larger than his 
means…for expensive singing-birds, or bigger houses, or country-gardens; and the obvious way 
to satisfy such wants is to buy of himself something that he sells” – a predicament that results in 
the “very rich” being “obliged to buy a great many things they do not require and live on a very 
large scale where they might prefer to live on a small one” (111). There is an interesting tension 
in this clearly satirical amalgamation of socio-economic obligation and capitalism: when 
capitalism is not in service of an individual’s desire and wealth and is instead compulsory, then it 
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fails. The Vril-ya are able to maintain their lack of class division in society by assigning manual 
labor to children and automata. 
 
Gender and Race Underground 
In Bulwer-Lytton’s novel, the Vril-ya women are known as Gy-ei. The narrator explains 
that “[t]he word for woman is Gy (pronounced hard, as in Guy)” and, in its plural form, the G 
softens and becomes Gy-ei (37). The word echoes the Greek stem for woman (γυνή), but as 
David Seed argues, in combination with the American word “guy, “used in the nineteenth 
century to designate males,” “the English sense of the verb ‘guy’ meaning, ‘to mimic,’ further 
complicates the associations of Bulwer-Lytton’s term, which suggests gender crossing and 
imitation” (170n1). The novel’s romance features the strapping American narrator pursued by a 
physically and intellectually superior Gy, giving Bulwer-Lytton ample opportunity to reflect on 
the intersections of gender, race, and democracy.  
The Coming Race’s narrator recognizes “at once the difference between the two sexes” in 
the Vril-ya nation (17). “The females were of taller stature and ampler proportion than the males; 
and their countenances, if still more symmetrical in outline and contour, were devoid of the 
softness and timidity of expression which give charm to the face of woman as seen on earth 
above” (18). Geoffrey Wagner suggests that “as an upper-class dandy, [Lytton] detested…the 
immodesty of woman in the coming society” (383). Their bodies, their physical existence, and 
their very presence are immodest; indeed the Gy-ei, Zee in particular, are anything but timid. Zee 
is bold and accomplished; her status as an unmarried woman makes her particularly powerful, a 
fact which is reflected in her large, mechanical wings: the narrator notes that though “the wife 
wore no wings, the daughter [Zee] wore wings longer than those of the males” (18). Though the 
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Vril-ya women have power and freedom that baffles the narrator, they are still required to 
relinquish that power upon marriage; she literally hangs up her wings when she marries: 
A Gy wears wings habitually when yet a virgin—she joins the Ana [males] in their aerial 
sports—she adventures alone and afar into the wilder regions of the sunless world: in the 
boldness and height of her soarings, not less than in the grace of her movements, she 
excels the opposite sex. But, from the day of her marriage she wears wings no more, she 
suspends them with her own willing hand over the nuptial couch, never to be resumed 
unless the marriage tie be severed by divorce or death. (96) 
The rights afforded to underground women are threatening to the narrator of The Coming Race, 
both ideologically and physically. He must be careful not to “expose [his] too seductive person” 
to her “amorous flame” (105), not only because he is unused to being the weaker sex (he wishes 
that Zee “were a little less formidably armed with not only the rights of woman, but with the 
powers of a man!”), but because her attraction to him makes him a threat to the wider community 
(107). Having inadvertently seduced not one but two Gy-ei, his life is in danger as he may be 
killed in order to prevent sexual intercourse with his pursuers, an act which would contaminate 
their superior bloodline with his lesser qualities.  
The narrator acknowledges “the Rights of Women” as the issue most pressing to above 
ground society and depicted there as “essential to the perfect happiness of our human species” 
(132). Everything that “female philosophers” above ground strive to achieve for gender equality 
is “conceded as a matter of course in this happy commonwealth,” but due to the superior 
physicality of the female undergroundsfolk and their “desire for accomplishments and learning 
which exceeds that of the male,” which does not exist in the above ground races (132). This 
results in a Gy’s “most valued privilege, that of choosing and courting her wedding partner” 
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(132). The narrator contends that even if above ground, a woman had the rights of a Gy, she 
would be “imperious and tyrannical” once hunting down and wedding her partner, whereas the 
Gy-ei have the wherewithal to self-restrict their freedoms and subjugate their loftier interests to 
the “frivolous tastes and whims” of their husbands” (132, 133). 
Gender in The Coming Race is framed as part of a larger issue of difference and the 
importance of maintaining it in order to preserve individual identity. There is an absence of 
difference that makes the underground a peaceful place. The narrator concludes that if the Vril-
ya ever reached the surface world they would, in their own version of manifest destiny, “destroy 
and replace our existent varieties of man” (134). He comes to this conclusion because he learns 
that he has been prevented from returning to the surface world because the difference between 
the surface and underground races has been determined by the Vril-ya to be too dangerous to 
their own nation. The chief magistrate has decreed that the narrator be killed because of the 
magistrate’s daughter’s ardor for the narrator.  
 As Terra Walston Joseph notes, the problem with their romance is ultimately not cultural, 
i.e. that Zee is the sexual aggressor, but racial (242). This racial difference is the insurmountable 
chasm between the Vril-ya and the human: “On that brow, in those eyes, there was that same 
indefinable something which marked the being of a race fatal to our own – that strange 
expression of serene exemption from our common cares and passions, of conscious superior 
power, compassionate and inflexible as that of a judge who pronounces doom” (138). It is not 
simply that the Vril-ya are superhuman, but that they are a superior race who, though they bear 
no ill will to the humans, are a threat to the survival, continuance, and success of the human race. 
As such, the Vril-ya have no qualms about eliminating the narrator; Taë, the host’s young son 
who is tasked with killing the narrator near the novel’s end, explains calmly “[i]t is no crime to 
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slay those who threaten the good of the community; it would be a crime to slay the smallest 
insect that cannot harm us” (139).The real threat of the potential union between Zee and the 
narrator is not some kind of cultural or ideological difference, but miscegenation. The narrator’s 
host, upon learning that his daughter is pursuing the narrator, tells him, “I grieve for you, because 
such a marriage would be against the…good of the community, for the children of such a 
marriage would adulterate the race; they might even come into the world with the teeth of 
carnivorous animals; this could not be allowed: Zee…cannot be controlled; but you, as a Tish, 
can be destroyed” (105). The products of their union would be considered monstrous and the 
narrator, who would be responsible for those impurities, would be eliminated. The issue of 
preservation of racial difference is central to the novel’s conservative ideology; when racial and 
gender differences are obscured, traditional institutions are threatened.  
 O’Neill’s narrator, unlike Bulwer-Lytton’s, has great difficulty distinguishing sexual 
differences in the undergroundsfolk. His initial descriptions of the undergroundsfolk are of 
underdeveloped men: “I thought [the boat’s] occupants must be boys. They were certainly not 
full man’s size. They looked more like slim girls than big boys, and their shoulders and waists 
were so small” (81). The undergroundsfolk do not physically resemble adult men, at least to 
Anthony’s mind, they do, however resemble Europeans – suggesting that they are the lost 
Roman legion his father sought to find. One figure is described by Anthony as having an 
“unquestionably” European face “with very regular features, extremely delicately cut—feminine 
face” (81). They appear at first to be a race of only men: “They were all the same undersized 
boyish figures—all men, too, as far as I could see; no women amongst them, and certainly no 
children nor animals” (108). This, of course, will later be proven to be untrue as Anthony later 
encounters children and women on his journey, but the narrative pays little attention to them and 
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gives the impression that most of the people Anthony encounters underground are men. The 
absence of women and mothers in O’Neill’s underground nation-state serves to further align 
totalitarianism with unchecked, unbalanced masculinity. 
 Curiously, both novels demonstrate the power of maternal relationships – though they 
value them quite differently. In The Coming Race the maternal relationship replaces a potential 
sexual relationship, which the narrator finds unacceptable (though it does save him). To prevent 
the narrator from being killed, Zee proposes a sexless marriage, which the Vril-ya nation will 
tolerate. The potential for this sexless union, in addition to the ‘backwards’ gendered power 
dynamic makes Zee more of a mother figure for the narrator, rather than a potential love interest. 
She often leads him around “as a mother draws a naughty child” and at one point the narrator 
reproaches her for “carrying me off to bed like a naughty infant, and plunging me into sleep, 
without asking my consent” (123, 126). Ultimately it is Zee who saves the narrator from certain 
death, gathering his body to hers in the only embrace they have and, in an act of birth and 
consummation, carries the narrator “through the terrible chasm” and to the mineshaft (143). In 
their final moments together, Zee kisses the narrator’s forehead “but with a mother’s passion” 
and disappears (143). 
 In Land Under England the maternal relationship is used as a model for interpersonal 
relationships that combat the isolating effects of totalitarian politics; the maternal relationship 
becomes a solution, not a problem. The novel depicts a struggle between father and son and the 
son’s distress in the face of his father’s absence; when his father disappears, Anthony feels a 
grounding, protective, guiding presence has been lost. If Father Julian is the leading example of 
masculinity in the novel, it is a masculinity with no reproductive future, as Father Julian will 
ultimately attempt to kill Julian in order to achieve his own goals. Kelly Lynch argues that Land 
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Under England expands the conflict between father and son, “turning the struggle between two 
generations into a struggle between past and present, depth and superficiality, barbarism and 
civilization, male and female” (“Introduction” 17). Domesticity and family structure as 
conventionally conceived are at odds with national identity as embodied by Father Julian since 
his idea of national identity destroys the structure of his nuclear family. Father Julian represents 
what happens when the interpersonal is neglected for self-serving purposes and total 
commitment to the state, whereas mother Julian’s commitments are shown to be interpersonal 
rather than self-serving in their nature. Even before his wartime experience or his descent 
underground, Anthony’s father is monomaniacal in his interests and “possessed with hatred for 
all who do not share his obsession or conform to his beliefs” (4). Anthony’s father’s obsession 
with finding the lost Roman legion borders on cruelty and, in stark opposition to “the blessed 
sanity of his mother’s love,” in its self-interest and self-preservation, recalls the masculinity 
discussed in Chapter Three of this dissertation. O’Neill connects Father Julian’s obsession with 
potential lost Roman underground legions to his experiences in WWI. He returns from the war 
with “a cold stare” (17). He is already automaton-like; Anthony watches his father embrace his 
mother and notes “that he was going through it automatically, as a man doses whose mind is far 
away” (17). This language foreshadows Anthony’s descriptions of the undergroundsfolk as 
automatons, suggesting that Father Julian is somehow predisposed to this monomania and that a 
symptom, if not a cause, is his commitment to being part of the Roman Empire. Once Anthony’s 
father disappears, his mother’s behavior begins to resemble her husband’s, but with an important 
difference. Just as his father was preoccupied with the wall and spent much of his time looking 
for its secret entrance to the underworld, Anthony’s mother is reticent to leave the wall: “It was 
indeed remarkable how she took up his outlook and made it her own, as if it was her only sure 
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way of keeping in touch with him” (29). Her behaviors mirror the father’s (a monomaniacal 
obsession, frequent trips to the same landmarks), but their motivations differ; whereas the father 
is committed to an idea and an ideal of the past, the mother is committed to maintaining a 
connection to her husband.  
  In addition to uniting the maternal with the interpersonal, Land Under England 
associates industry and progress with women and domestic powers. Anthony’s mother’s family, 
the Sacketts, are representative of industry which O’Neill depicts as being at odds with Father 
Julian’s Romantic dreams of reuniting with a distant past. The Sacketts are inventors and 
businessmen involved in the motor and munitions industries. The novel frames interpersonal 
connection as another form of domestic technology insofar as it asserts humanity (as does 
cooking food by fire) and connects individuals to one another (as opposed to Father Julian’s 
obsession which isolates him from his family). Domestic technology in the form of interpersonal 
connection has been replaced in the underground world with connection to the state. Among the 
undergroundsfolk, mind control has eliminated the possibility for connection between 
individuals. Anthony notes the absence of familiar structures underground; there is “no sign of 
houses anywhere in the distance,” nor of “a city or town or group of human dwellings” (105, 
106). He performs a mental tally of qualities that help him determine the humanity of his 
rescuer-captors, wondering if “the people lived like beasts, without any houses or streets or any 
of the other things associated with human life” (106). Here his narration draws attention to the 
absence of spaces and structures that facilitate human interaction, communication, and 
connectedness. Anthony learns that “There is no need for oral speech between adult 
people…unless they are so feeble in their mind that they cannot transmit their thoughts without 
it” (129-30). Speech and by implication, interpersonal communication and connection, is a 
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weakness, a lower form of interaction acceptable only for children and the infirm. The removal 
of interpersonal connection underground is a method for removing personal identity. Father 
Julian is no longer Anthony’s father; the undergroundsfolk continually refer to him as the person 
who was your father because that interpersonal connection has been destroyed and replaced by 
the father’s connection to the mass mind of the nation-state (108, 115). On the other hand, 
Mother Julian, who preserves her connections to her son, her family, and her “fallen” husband, 
never loses her status as mother.  
 In both novels, cooking, especially cooking meat, is associated with both humanity and 
with technology. As previously discussed, Anthony reasserts his humanity early in the novel by 
cooking a slug steak, despite the fact that it will draw attention to him. Later, when he has been 
cast out of the nation-state and is struggling to retain his identity, he makes “a meal of the raw 
flesh and blood” of a water-snake (216). Traditionally the realm of women, cooking food in 
Land Under England in particular is subtly but persistently cast as a simple act that maintains 
humanity and individual identity. In both novels the narrators initially interpret the foreign 
societies’ culinary competence as a signal of their humanity, but we learn that cooking meat, 
while a domestic technology, is not always an indicator of civilization. For example, when 
Anthony is taken to a dining room among the undergroundsfolk, he observes them daintily eating 
dinner and hypothesizes that “it could not be possible that insane men could have produced this 
highly organised life” (86). Anthony’s observation marks the second time in the novel cooked 
meat is mentioned and in both cases it appears as a marker of humanity; “men who cooked their 
food and served it as these men did could not be altogether inhuman…there must be a connection 
between them and ordinary humanity” (86). Likewise the narrator of The Coming Race at first 
remarks of the Vril-ya’s vegetarian diet “their cookery is exquisite…one does not miss animal 
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food” (109). However, the Vril-ya are shown to be inhuman in their food practices; eventually 
the narrator declares “[w]hat offence to science to reject the animal food which our first medical 
men agree in recommending to the gastric juices of mankind” (125). Furthermore, Bulwer-
Lytton’s narrator is considered dangerous by the Vril-ya because of his very human (according to 
the novel, at least) custom of eating meat; his meat-eating humanity marks him as dangerous to 
the Vril-ya, who inform him, “carnivorous animals of your size are always destroyed, as being of 
a dangerous and savage nature” (102).  
 
Descent Underground 
The Coming Race and Land Under England present in their underground societies 
speculative visions of humanity’s future if individual subjectivity is sacrificed for the nation-
state. Both novels consider the idea of descent as both a journey from surface to underground 
alongside the idea of descent as traceable lineage from known ancestors. In so doing, both 
interrogate whether descent is necessarily devolutionary or degenerative. The Coming Race, as 
an anti-Darwinian satire, suggests that descent is degenerative by depicting the progenitor of the 
Vril-ya race as a frog.60 As Seed acknowledges, “Bulwer-Lytton clearly uses the frog as a 
substitute for the ape that figured prominently in Victorian discussions of evolution” (180n10). 
                                                          
60 The narrator and his guide, Aph-Lin, view three portraits depicting the ancestry of “a mysterious personage… a 
sage and a hero” from whom all the Vrily-ya “pretend to trace a common origin” (69). The philosopher has physical 
traits markedly different from both the narrator and his Vril-ya host. His hands and feet feature “wonderfully long 
and webbed” digits, “he has little or no perceptible throat, and a low receding forehead… prominent eyes, a very 
wide mouth and high cheek-bones, and a muddy complexion”; the philosopher’s grandfather “had the features and 
aspect of the philosopher, only much exaggerated”; and “the great-grandfather was a magnificent specimen of the 
Batrachian genus, a Giant Frog, pur et simple” (69). Aph-Lin recounts how, for thousands of years, underground 
naturalists debated whether the An was “was the perfected type of the Frog” or “the Frog was the highest 
development of the An” (72). The Vril-ya “feel a reasonable assurance that whether the origin of the An was a 
tadpole or not,” their race is unlikely to take this form again (73). That is, they are fairly certain that descent is not in 
their future, making it all the more likely that they will invade the surface world. As discussed earlier in this chapter, 
O’Neill also uses non-mammalian flora and fauna to indicate how far removed from humanity underground worlds 
are, including having his protagonist encounter a giant toad (61). 
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While an ape is certainly not human, a frog is even less so. Expressing “the Darwinian revelation 
that humanity’s form was not fixed” through this distinctly inhuman body, in combination with 
the muddled gender associations of the frog’s form, Bulwer-Lytton suggests that not only is it 
possible for humanity to degenerate biologically, but it is also possible to degenerate (or to have 
sprung from degenerative beginnings) in terms of gender (Joseph 235). Bulwer-Lytton’s narrator 
learns that the Vril-ya philosopher-founder was well-known for his maxim: “Humble 
yourselves…the father of your race was a twat (tadpole): exalt…for it was the same Divine 
Thought which created your father that develops itself in exalting you” (70). Twat, a slang term 
for female genitalia in use as early as the mid-seventeenth century, has no apparent etymological 
connection to tadpole.61 Seed allows that “Bulwer-Lytton is either producing a howler or making 
a torturous cross-gender pun about human birth and evolution. The first seems more likely” (The 
Coming Race 180n11). However, given the novel’s anxiety about gender dynamics, I cannot 
dismiss the fact that this unusual and humorous aphorism suggests that the point of origin for this 
seemingly super-human race is simultaneously underdeveloped masculinity (tadpole form), 
grotesque femininity (twat), and ultimately inhuman. Rosalind Williams argues that in utopian 
and anti-utopian fiction, “[t]he fear of degeneration is fundamentally a political anxiety… the 
vision of an all-too-perfect conquest of nature is also a vision of the conquest of the individual by 
the collectivity” (126). Degeneration in The Coming Race is depicted as a double loss – a loss of 
humanity and of masculinity. 
In Land Under England the ideas of heritage and descent are intertwined with Father 
Julian’s obsession with Roman culture; “Our name and family traditions point back to a Roman 
origin” (9). After the father returns from WWI, his interest in the family genealogy evolves into 
                                                          
61 "twat, n." OED Online, Oxford University Press, March 2019, www.oed.com/view/Entry/207945. Accessed 27 
March 2019. 
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an obsession with lineage and descent. Before he physically descends, his quest to understand 
himself as a descendant is associated with a sense of return to the origin of Western culture. The 
novel ultimately reveals that Father Julian’s journey is one away from a politics of the 
interpersonal and toward totalitarian control. The hidden secret of descent is revealed to be that 
quasi-Roman, proto-fascist culture that has existed within England for centuries and threatens to 
rear its head once more. 
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